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Abstract

This collection of essays meditates on connection and how it is formed and severed. Several
pieces consider lasting or arbitrary connections, like those holding together members of a family
or the bridges joining two sides of a city. Some consider more tenuous bonds, such as the chance
meeting of near-strangers or the moment shared between a child and a dying mouse. Indeed,
many pieces consider the ways in which characters are bound to life – and to death.
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A Family Tree, in Brief

My Father’s Side

Reisner Sándor b. 1912 d. 1979
As Sasha is Alexander in Russian, so Sándor means the same in Hungarian. He had large ears
my father inherited and a large, blunt nose my sister wears. I have my father’s strange pentagonal
fingernails on my ring fingers; maybe those are my grandfather’s as well, but if nothing else, I
have his name. He worked as a watchmaker until he was conscripted into the Hungarian army as
a forced laborer during the Second World War. Instead of a weapon, he was given a shovel for
digging front-line trenches, his body a shield for the men behind him. He was later captured as a
prisoner of war by the Russian armies that liberated Hungary and shipped off to Siberia to work
in a coal mine just long enough that his hands shook for the rest of his life. I have only met him
dead, in memories and photographs.

Zeller Ilona, née Kohn b. 1925 d. 1992
My grandmother’s face was oily and slick with creams and they rubbed off on my cheek when
she kissed me. The name Kohn speaks to that priestly tribe of Jews – descended directly from the
Biblical Aaron – from which Leonard Nimoy borrowed Spock’s Vulcan salute on Star Trek.
After returning from Auschwitz, she changed her last name legally to Kővári; I don’t know why
she bothered because whenever my father hears one of these kinds of names, he seems to know
automatically that this is a Jewish name that was changed to sound less Jewish. I ask him how he
1

knows, but he has no way of explaining beyond, “I just do.” When Hungary was Communist, she
and my grandfather managed to secure a license for free enterprise and their living room was
overrun by a loom on which they wove fabric for market. Their marriage ended not long after
police broke down the door in the middle of the night and took my grandfather to jail for two
years because he had bought stolen yarn without knowing.

Reisner Jolán, née Jozsa b. 1918 d. sometime after 1980
My grandfather and his second wife fell in love before the war – before he met and then married
my grandmother – but her father wouldn’t consent to give my grandfather her hand because he
was Jewish and they weren’t. My grandfather was the only member of his family to survive.
After he married my grandmother and then my father was born and a second son was stillborn
and he went to jail and got out of jail and divorced, he found her again and they married (I hate
that my grandmother is not the romantic heroine of her own life, but rather the interlude). I do
not know what happened after that, except that they stayed in Hungary and did not have any new
children, though she had one or two already. I have never seen her photograph.

Zeller Mátyás b. 1918 d. 1997
I do not remember my grandmother’s second husband as ever having worn anything that was not
a white undershirt and a pair of billowing light blue boxer shorts. When we visited Hungary for
Christmas a year after my sister was born and she was almost blown in her pink snowsuit from
the top of the Castle Hill, he grabbed her before she toppled several stories down. He must have
been wearing a coat at the time – there are photographs somewhere to prove it – but I cannot
imagine him wearing it. His son from a first marriage has a daughter with tattooed eyeliner and
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ginger-colored hair who lives in our grandmother’s apartment with her boyfriend and their son.
When my father comes to visit, she tells him they have built a nursery in his bedroom and maybe
he would be more comfortable staying in a hotel.

Reisner Gyorgy b. 1948
My father attended a boarding school for war orphans because his single mother had to choose
between staying home to raise him and working at market to feed him. He has since grown into
his ears. In 1977 he defected to the United States, where he started a business selling heirlooms
because his family does not have any. Once he and my mother bought a Cartier baby cup with
my initials already engraved on it because what are the chances? He and my mother’s stepfather
built the second floor on our suburban house with their own hands and wallpapered the halls in a
savage floral print. He does not like to understand that America, too, can sometimes be a place of
oppression because America saved him.

My Mother’s Side

Jozsef Weiss b.1917 d. 1986
My sister is named for our grandfather because he was still alive when I was born. I do not
remember much of him, but I hated the coloring books he gave me. The pages were filled with
scenes from fairy tales, but some of the segments came printed with black dots as if the publisher
had already decided which parts should be light (gowns) and which should be dark (evil
stepmothers and their evil hair). When I was born, and I was put into that clear bin of a bassinet
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in a room full with the sound of mewling, all wrinkled skin peeking from swaddling, my
grandmother drove home from a poorly-timed trip to Canada to see her first husband’s face
peering back at her in miniature from behind the hospital glass. “That’s the Weiss,” she said of
the first time she saw me. “I didn’t even have to look at the name card.”

Sharolta Savage, née Wolf, b. 1924 d. 2007
My grandmother could never talk about the war, but she had no trouble telling us she was not
long for this world. When she finally agreed to let me ask about her life, she told me I did not
have to hurry because she would not die tomorrow. The next day, her stubborn blood refused to
travel all the way through her legs and she never left the hospital. When I dated an Israeli guy for
a few weeks in college, she told me Israelis made the best lovers and I tried not to point out that
she had been married to my grandfather the whole time she lived in Netanya. She had planned to
run away with another man in a Vienna train station when she was on her way to Israel after the
war, but they did not find each other in the crowd and so she got on the train with her husband.

Gladys Weiss, née Unknown b. 19?? d. 1996
My mother dwells on two things when she talks about her stepmother: “Mitzi tried to take my
father’s needlepoints,” and, “Mitzi tried to hold you but she had no lap.” I dwell on her shag
carpeting and the way she wore her butter blond hair piled in swirls on top of her head. When her
son died, we inherited her house in San Antonio, Texas. I begged my parents to let me see it
because I had never been to Texas, but they went without me to sell it and rode a roller coaster in
Las Vegas on the way. When my parents married, they agreed: there is no divorce, only murder.
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Edward Savage b. 1928 d. if I do not write it, can I swear it did not happen?
My grandfather – not by blood, but that is how I know him – was born out of wedlock in rural
Connecticut to an eighteen year old farm girl who outlived him. He met my married grandmother
at a Catskills resort where he was a bellhop and she was a guest with her family. It took only a
few years for him to realize he was smarter than the people whose bags he carried, so he used the
G.I. Bill to go to the University of Miami, become an engineer, and help design the microwave
landing system for the Space Shuttle. Every time my sister and I visited our grandparents after
they retired to Florida winters, he would drive us to Miami and point out the gym where Cassius
Clay (he was called that then) had trained and the house where he’d once made deliveries from a
hardware store to Barbara Walters’ father. He told the stories so many times that I thought I
could recite them by heart, but I wish I had listened harder, written them down.

Avi Weiss b. sometime before 1950 d. two years later
My mother swears the circumstances of her brother’s death are a big fucking secret. All she was
told by her mother growing up was that the family had wanted only one child, but the golden boy
with a coxcomb of sandy curls like mine had died of polio, so she had been made to replace him.
It was only after her mother’s death that she found out from some relative, somehow, that the
child had spiked a fever, the only cure for which was penicillin, to which he was allergic. Their
father had to choose: let him succumb to the fever without a fight or treat him with the injection.
My grandfather tested the allergy and lost his only son.
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Ruthi Reisner, née Weiss b. 1954
My mother comes from a long line of women who cannot sing. Her aunt was asked by the
grammar school’s principal to mouth the words when the class stood to perform Hungary’s
national anthem and my father’s standard line is, “Dance, Ruthi, dance,” when she sings along to
the radio which is a shame, she says, because she knows all the words. My mother chose the
spelling of her given name in the year 2012 when she applied for a Hungarian passport in case
she and my father retire to Budapest, where everything is cheaper except gas. Her original birth
certificate is in Hebrew, and she found out her name reads  רותי, which in English sounds like
roo-tee and is not Ruth, as she had always believed. She grew up wearing a key around her neck
so she could let herself into her mother’s empty house after school.

The Scions

Alexandra Reisner b. 1984
I was born in early winter in the suburbs of New York City and startled the nurse by moving my
eyes around the room to take it in. In preschool I learned the words for island and peninsula by
pouring water into plastic trays bulging with preformed land masses and watching it engulf them
on all sides or only some. In the fourth grade, we were taught to sing a song called “We Are the
Young” for elementary school graduation and the chorus leader told us to sing it with feeling
because we would be singing it to our parents; my parents did not come because they had to be
always at work, and though my grandparents Shari and Ed were there, I cried and I refused to
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sing. During my senior year of college, I entered a raffle at Fashion Week and won a round-trip
airline ticket to anywhere in the contiguous United States. I used it to go to New Orleans, but it
took me four more years to move there.

Joanna Reisner b. 1987
Before even our great-grandmother, there was a matriarch on my mother’s side who was very
short, and my sister curses her existence. When she went with my father to apply for her
learner’s permit, he watched her fill out paperwork and then commandeered the pencil, erased
the one in her height and replaced it with a two; when she asked why, he told her, “Five-one is
just…pathetic.” My sister grew up worshipping dogs and the Wizard of Oz, and even now we
buy her sparkling red shoes if we happen to see them in her size, or maybe too small or too large
if they’re beautiful enough to be worth the suffering. She lives with her fiancé and their dog
Marty Hans Gruber McFly in a ranch-style house in upstate New York. There is a mountain in
their backyard and they tap their maple trees for syrup. When I say it is her job to have children
because our parents will make fine grandparents, she tells me we should draw straws.
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Scar Tissue

I was in the third grade when I started getting sick. There had been times in previous years when
I’d gotten colds or, out of boredom or anxiety born of incomplete assignments (even then), I’d
played ill so my mother would begrudgingly leave work to pick me up from school. More than
anything, getting her to leave the antique shop she and my father own was a feat in itself. They
set their own hours, which means they were merciless on themselves when they were young.
Once, upon arriving home from school to see both my parents’ cars in the driveway, I had
assumed the only logical explanation was that one of them had died and the other had come
home to break the news to us.
That third grade year, however, I’d go into school feeling fine, only to find myself racing
the very real urge to vomit to the hall bathroom. I’d win, throw up, visit the nurse, then feel
perfectly healthy an hour later. Sometimes the less-busy parent would leave the store to pick me
up. When neither had the time or it happened too often, I read a 1970s book on personal hygiene
(replete with shampoo shades) in the nurse’s office until I was ready to go back to class.
I became a regular visitor at the pediatricians’ suite. The rotation of three doctors
working out of the office gave the same advice every time:
“It’s some kind of virus.”
“There’s nothing we can do but wait.”
“Tea and toast until you feel better.”
My teacher, keen to the fact that I left class at roughly the same time each day with
mysterious nausea and lacking any other reasonable explanation, suspected the problem was
psychological. One lunch period when I was too queasy to eat, she suggested a walk through the
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halls. She asked if I was struggling with the material since I fell ill most often during math, but
she knew I wasn’t – my grades were perfect when I showed up. She asked if I had problems
with any of my classmates. I told her I didn’t get along with Crystal, a blonde girl who stole my
personalized mechanical pencils and put cellophane tape around their barrels to obscure my
name like I wouldn’t notice.
“Everyone has a problem with Crystal,” she said, her voice low. I was pretty sure she
wasn’t allowed to say that, and I loved her for it.

*

When it got unbearable my parents knew it because, even then, I was a notorious late sleeper.
That day, I was up by seven and crying. My father called the doctors but the office did not open
for another two hours. I looked through one of two books we kept on childhood illness (the one
with pictures) and told my mother I probably had appendicitis. She said I was probably right.
Everything fit, but I did not have the most telling symptom, a characteristic sharp pain on the
right side of the abdomen. I told myself I was being alarmist. My mother had already poked fun
by buying a book called The Queen of the What Ifs and inscribing it to me. After a series of calls
and responses from answering machine recordings, my father learned that the least warmhearted
of the pediatricians was making rounds at the hospital before coming to the office. We met him
there.
My father sat and I writhed in the emergency waiting room. I was impatient to get
checked out, hear the standard dietary restrictions and go home. A triage nurse finally escorted
me to one of the curtained ER antechambers. Nurses took my temperature and gave me Tylenol
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to reduce fever. They measured blood pressure, pulse and presumably got my stats from my
father, then tethered me to an IV. Until then, I hadn’t worried. I had been promised a standard
doctor’s visit, relocated to the hospital only because pediatricians and their nurses open late.
Now I was hooked to bag and pole and the whole thing seemed much more permanent. I started
asking when I could go home.
I got a room instead. There were x-rays and sonograms and the constant taking of blood.
The doctors too suspected appendicitis, but I didn’t exhibit the high white blood count present in
a majority of cases. I did not find out until years later that the diagnostic exams had revealed a
mass in my abdomen, which my parents took to mean the worst, and then my mother’s wet eyes
made sense.
As possibilities dwindled, I saw more and more unlikely specialists. An infectious disease
doctor – the mother of a classmate and the first woman I remember hyphenating her last name –
came to check me for something I might have picked up on a family trip three months prior.
Near the end of what had grown into a weeklong battery of tests, I went in for a CAT scan.
To prepare, I was to drink forty ounces, divided between two cups, of a thin orange liquid
that so reminded me of Sunny Delight that I would never be able to drink it again. I managed to
get one cup down. My dad and grandpa coached me through another few ounces from the
second, which promptly resurfaced. I cried in frustration and they let me stop, hoping, for my
sake, that I’d taken in enough. I was wheeled to the machine, put in, and had to hold my breath a
bunch of times.
Later that afternoon or else the next day a candy striper, my volunteer friend, walked me
to the playroom for a board game session. I chose Upwords because it looked like Scrabble and
building blocks at the same time. It was Scrabble, essentially, except that new letters could stack
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on top of existing ones if the result was a real word, too. Changing the first letter of a word over
and over resulted in a rhyming stack. I fancied myself a poet and was half-shocked each time the
girl, my age at least half over again, countered my brilliant plays with ones of her own.
Midway through my inspired performance, a doctor came in and asked me to take a walk
with him. I told him I was busy, but he said I could finish my game later. I wondered how long
the candy striper would hang around, but it didn’t matter; I never went back. As we passed the
nurse’s station, he told me what they had found. The scan revealed that my appendix had in fact
become inflamed, burst and then abscessed. They had not been able to diagnose me sooner
because the bastard vestigial thing had grown in the wrong way, up into my abdominal organs
rather than hanging off their edge. I was slated for emergency surgery that day.
I was lucky my appendix had grown in the wrong way. Otherwise, when it burst, it would
not have abscessed and I might have died of peritonitis. If it had grown in properly, however, the
appendicitis may have been diagnosed and treated immediately, preceding rupture. I didn’t think
of these things then. I asked a stupid question instead: I wanted to know if I would have a scar. I
knew I would, but I’d never had one – I’d never even broken a bone – and I didn’t want one. I
didn’t worry about the surgery, really, the uncertainty of it or the pain; I couldn’t stand the
thought of being confronted with irrevocable physical change. The doctor told me I would have
one and I started to cry.

*

As I lay on a gurney that night, the anesthesiologist told me to count backwards from one
hundred as he injected something, though I can’t remember whether it was into me directly or
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into the administration port branching off my IV tube. I scoffed, telling him I’d heard that line in
movies. I remember ninety-seven, and nothing after.
I woke up remembering even less. I asked aloud, to no one in particular, “Where am I?”
and then, “Where’s my daddy?” He had observed the operation from behind glass, though I
don’t think I saw him then.
I woke up in earnest some time later to discomfort. In order to remove the infection from
my body, the surgeon had installed two pumps while I had been anesthetized: the first was
stitched into my abdomen a few inches to the left of the appendectomy scar, which starts just
below my navel and runs about three inches straight down. The other reached down into my
stomach through the nose. The presence of a plastic tube channeling bile from your stomach and
out your face makes existing positively difficult. I couldn’t eat, which was fine because having
an appetite hadn’t yet crossed my mind, but I was not allowed to drink. Several doctors assured
me the IV provided all the hydration I needed; I could suck ice if my mouth got very dry.
Friends began to visit. They brought balloons and games and candy I couldn’t eat. My
parents and grandfather took turns sleeping in a recliner in my room so I would not be alone. We
spent Mother’s Day there. My father’s friend brought BrainQuest trivia cards and I gloated that I
was a third-grader playing the sixth-grade deck. I even found errors in the cards, like the one that
named opal as a precious stone – I knew better.
My teacher came to see me. It felt special that she had taken time to spend with me
outside of school. She brought a folder with a giant card the whole class had signed, as well as
individual cards that my classmates had made for me. I did not think then how strange it would
be for a classmate to disappear for weeks, or wonder whether they missed me. She brought
another folder full of work I could do when I was well.
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My friend Jason came to see me with his mother. He was the only person my own age to
brave the hospital smell and the frightful sight of me for a visit. I could tell he was scared to
look; I was pale and unwashed and had a hose taped to my face. Eventually he found himself at
ease and we watched the Addams Family movie on the hospital TV.

*

Newly twenty-one and a junior in college, I spent a semester studying Medieval literature and
vehement kissing in Italy and six weeks afterward traveling with a friend around Western
Europe. Along the way, I had what I feared was a prophetic dream that my grandmother would
die when we reached Barcelona. Though I don’t put much stock in superstition, it upset me so
much that I almost cancelled the trip. Usually unreachable for days at a time, I called my parents
or grandparents every one of the five days we spent in Spain. I became a regular denizen of the
airline-owned internet café where I was able to call home from discount payphones. It was there
that I read a message from another friend that she had become pregnant but would no longer be
by the time I got back.
One of those afternoons (morning in New York), I called my parents at work and they did
not answer. This seemed cause for alarm. I tried the house next and got the answering machine,
so I guessed they had gotten a late start and were on their way to the shop. I put it out of my
mind until four the next morning (ten at night there) when I tried my father’s and sister’s cell
phones, then the house, and got nothing. I swallowed hard as I dialed my grandparents for the
second time that day. My grandfather answered.
“Hi,” I said, cursory, before, “Is Grandma okay?”
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He assured me she was fine. I asked him why I couldn’t find the rest of my family. He
told me they had gone to see a movie. I told him I missed him, I would be home in two weeks,
and said goodnight.
Two days later I flew to Rome to pick up the remainder of my stuff I had left with a
friend, say goodbye to my travel companion and continue on to Budapest, where I was to have
two impacted wisdom teeth pulled. I still had credit on my Italian cell phone, so I called my
mother while my friend and I waited for our luggage.
“Are you sitting down?” she asked.
I sat down on the edge of the baggage claim carousel. I said yes, then asked again if
grandma was all right. She promised she was fine before continuing.
“Jason passed away.”
I slid to the floor and set to crying while the soccer team we had flirted with on the plane
looked on with some confused mixture of shock and pity.

*

Jason and I were born friends because our mothers were the two worst tennis players in their
college, paired together for practice. I first saw him when he was eight days old and I seven
months. My parents liked to tell the story of how I ate pickles at his bris (a Jewish ritual
circumcision) until my face was red and raw from brine and I was mortified hearing it because of
the phallic nature of the affair. When his family moved some years later to a house a fifteen
minute drive from ours rather than fifty – a house with a pool, no less – I was thrilled. He said
something rude to me once and I punched him in the stomach because I had never punched
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anyone before and wanted to see what it was like. We sat on my bed and cried together while I
apologized.
The local Unitarian Church, where I had attended preschool, held a meager Renaissance
Faire every May. The year before my surgery, or perhaps the year after, my grandparents took
Jason and my sister and me. We decorated masks and watched staged swordfights. Grandpa
bought us lunch at Ye Olde Hamburger Shack or whatever those anachronistic things are called.
Jason had two sodas and asked for more. He slept at our house that night and my mother made us
chocolate milk before bed. We drank one glass and asked for seconds. He downed that and asked
for thirds, wondering why I couldn’t keep up. Mom and I looked at each other and worried. She
expressed her suspicion to his mother and, not long after, a doctor confirmed diabetes.
Jason handled it well for a time. I remember precious, illicit trips to Burger King with his
mother because mine would not abide fast food. She always sat beside him, policing his ketchup
intake. As he got older and his parents divorced, he became careless. We remained friends, but
became less and less the kinds of people the other would have associated with had it not been for
the history between us: I was a thick-thighed book nerd at a prestigious university. He went to a
party school, pledged a fraternity and disrespected his mother.
While I had been in Spain, he took the commuter train from Long Island to Manhattan
with his frat brothers for a bar crawl. He drank too much and got on the wrong train home. He
ended up far from his mother’s house so he called his father’s girlfriend, who lived nearer to the
station at which he’d gotten off, to come get him. He awoke the next morning feeling sick and,
confident in his knowledge of his body, tried to regulate his blood sugar without testing it.
Even after an adolescence spent living with the disease, he couldn’t differentiate too high
from too low and he poisoned himself. When his mother picked him up, he asked to stop for a
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Slurpee on the way home. She told him to make sure he needed more sugar, not less, but he said
he knew what he was doing. By the time she realized that she had to call an ambulance, the
momentum was irreversible: diabetic shock  cardiac arrest  dead before he reached the
hospital  my sister holding my mother holding his mother as she identified the body. They had
been at the funeral the day I couldn’t reach them by phone. My grandfather hadn’t had the heart
to tell me. My father was already in Hungary, covert and waiting to surprise me upon arrival.

*

When I think of my surgery, I remember the incidentals most vividly: the candy striper, the
opals, a doctor-shaped balloon from the neighbors with golf clubs on its back and real pennies
slipped into slots in its paper loafers to keep it from floating away. I remember the taste of
artificial orange flavoring and the uneaten jellybeans. I remember Jason.
We forget narrow misses so quickly, especially compared to those catastrophes that
follow through. It is not only great success we should celebrate, perhaps, or tragedies we should
mourn – we must give due weight to the moments in which we barely skirt disaster. When I was
deep in the throes of that psychosexual malady commonly termed teenage girlhood, I doubt my
parents, in their constant and justified anger at my rebellion, ever thought of me as the daughter
they almost lost. At the same time, I am sure my friend’s mother revisits the tipping point of his
life relentlessly, willing to endure whatever it would take to get him back.
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A Generous Tip

We were in downtown Kingston, the four of us, come on a short white bus property of the resort
where my sister made friends in the swimming pool and I played Scrabble against the hotel staff.
She was six and I was nine and we were both fond of sweet things and running our mouths so
when we saw the vendors in the street with carts piled high with sugarcane and machetes in their
hands it was please mommy please daddy please can we please until they gave in.

The man peeled it for us with his knife and cut it into hunks several inches long so we could hold
it in our hands like chicken drumsticks and crush with flat back herbivore teeth the fibrous pulp
woven tight to hold in thin sweetness. The man asked my father for three hundred dollars
Jamaican, I want to say, not even four American dollars, and my meticulous, mathematical father
pulled out a Jamaican fifty dollar bill, short one zero without noticing, and handed it to him.

The man shook his head and said no, no, and tried to give the money back, but my father waved
the bill at him again, tucking it into the man’s frantic palm.

Daddy, my small voice tried to intervene as the man thrust the bill back toward my father,
Daddy, I don’t think it’s enough, but he pushed the hand away with a kind smile.

Look at him, my father turned to us, magnanimous, my face bitter and red, it is too much. He
doesn’t want to accept it.
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Small Bodies
A six-year-old child’s eyes are set only about three feet off the ground, which is probably why
the girls saw it first. I was bringing up the rear on the walk from the tennis courts when I noticed
two or three of them crouching. “What is it?” I asked as I knelt to see what they saw.
It was a mouse – a baby at that – on its side in the grass. Its head was touched with blood
but still its sides rose and fell with breathing. “What should we do?” I asked, in part because it
seemed as good a time as any to let them test their fledgling agency, in part because I had no idea
myself.
“We need to save it!” shouted Rebecca1, a thin yet surprisingly muscular spider monkey
of a child with long bronze hair and long bronze legs she used to climb all over my back. The
other counselor, Diana, and I were sure she’d be a gorgeous terror far too soon.
We made a circle around the mouse while the girls shouted “Help!” and I looked on halfserious, so no one would mistake it for a real emergency, until someone important, signaled by a
walkie-talkie clipped to cargo shorts, showed up and radioed for a maintenance man. He came, a
teenager in a baseball cap and blue shirt with the word STAFF printed across the back, steering a
golf cart with garden-gloved hands. The girls, gathered in a bunch at my knees, looked up at me
as I explained to him: 1) We found a mouse, 2) it is living and it is hurt, and 3) is there anything
you can do, please? The boy, perhaps a year or two younger than my nineteen, looked bored.
Without a word he lifted the mouse, its thread of tail pinched between his thumb and forefinger,
and flung it into the trashcan on the back of his cart.

*
1

Children’s names have been changed.
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I worked as a counselor at this standard-issue suburban day camp only once, in the summer of
2004. I had been a camper there for three summers, from when I was twelve until I was fourteen.
These were the prime awkward years, scored by the dance hits of Ace of Base and La Bouche –
summers of sweat-slicked idleness that served as an interlude between earlier and later years at
an art camp where I learned to play classical guitar and developed hopeless unrequited crushes
on boys who later, without exception, came out as Zionist or gay.
I had come home to live with my parents on Long Island in between my freshman and
sophomore years of college. I was offered a job at a Bloomingdale’s in a mall named for one of
my least-favorite poets, but I let my mother convince me that women who worked in department
stores were catty and would make my life miserable, and so I declined. Instead, I took a night job
at a record store, making half as much money as I would have at the department store, and a job
at the camp making half as much as that. Along with Diana and two other counselors, I was
placed in charge of the Flamingos, a baker’s dozen of five- and six-year-old girls.
Diana and I ate camp lunches while other counselors packed restaurant-style lettuce
wraps redolent of low-carb diets and homes with staffed kitchens. Many were so thin that a
pigeon-toed camper in a group challenging ours in kickball once asked if I, by contrast, was
expecting a baby. We talked in the abstract about emerging clothing designers, too aware in our
discussions of that reading child’s scourge we’d never quite grown out of – the difficulty of
pronouncing words one has never heard aloud, only seen in print. The other women carried
Prada bags to camp.
Among our girls, Corey and Emma were the group’s de facto leaders. Already cliquish
and fashion-conscious at six, they carried miniscule handbags and spent free time brushing their
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hair. Corey was a miniature replica of her mother, a sunbaked and sinewy blonde employed as
the head counselor of another group. Looking at her made me think immediately of tennis. The
facility with which Emma lied was so remarkable that I wondered whom she took after. Her face
never betrayed her, and neither did any hint of remorse. Another girl, Giada, had a family who
might have encouraged her precociousness too much. When a music teacher asked her favorite
artist, by which she’d meant pop music group, Giada answered, “David Hockney.”
Alexa, broad-faced and freckled, was beautiful like Rebecca but quieter in it. She shied
away from the other girls, clinging instead to Diana and me. We indulged her at first because she
reminded us of our lonely childhood selves and because we genuinely enjoyed her hum of a
voice and gentle presence, but I began to worry that she wasn’t going to make any friends. I
pulled away, but that only meant she cleaved to Diana ever more fiercely, and the parents tipped
her most at the end of the summer.
I took Jordan, swarthy and strange, to the infirmary once. We walked back hand in hand
to join the rest of the group for dismissal. I stopped at a flutter of tiny wings and said, “Look, a
beetle landed on you!” Neither of us made any effort to brush it off. She glanced calmly down at
the iridescent shell hooked to her arm’s terrain and then back up to tell me, as if it made perfect
sense, “That’s my favorite time of day.”

*

I don’t remember how we found out. The camp directors may have called the head counselors
over and asked them to tell the rest of us. It may have spread in murmurs. I do know that instead
of releasing our campers to the buses all at once that day, we were asked to each take a few girls
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and deliver them over, one by one, into the care of the drivers who brought them to camp each
morning and home every afternoon. I had Alexa with me and I took her last because she wanted
to hold my hand the longest. By the time we reached her usual bus, the driver was pacing. The
other children were already onboard, waiting. She grabbed the child up in a hug and swung her
onto the bus. “I was so worried!” she said to both of us, and then only to me, “I heard it was a
little girl.”
It was a little boy. Not much earlier that afternoon, as another group sat under a tree
awaiting dismissal, a several-hundred-pound limb – appearing healthy from the outside but
rotted through within – broke off and fell from a cherry tree. It scraped up a few children,
including an eight-year-old girl. It killed her brother, seated beside her, age four.

*

The following morning, the staff gathered in the lunch area. We awaited the arrival of a
children’s grief counselor, called in to speak with anyone who needed it. There was a man there
with one sleeve of his shirt pinned up, empty. Someone approached him to ask if he was there to
talk to the kids – reading the absence of his arm as a sign he had survived some trauma,
certifying him an expert on loss – but he was only another counselor’s boyfriend, stopping by to
drop off the lunch she had forgotten at home.
As the children came off their buses, we gathered them in the usual attendance spot on
the basketball courts. At the therapist’s behest, the art department had given us construction
paper and crayons. We were asked to ask the children to draw something they remembered from
the previous day at camp. Giada and a few others drew what they had heard about at home and
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then imagined – what they could not have remembered because they had not seen: a child pinned
beneath a broken tree. They drew red for blood. Most of the girls drew the swimming pool or the
kitchen from cooking class or tennis balls. Rebecca – and I wanted to take her up in my arms
then – drew (soft grey and curled fetal) the poor, living mouse.

22

Retracing Home

I remember thinking I could live in St. Peter’s Basilica. The ancient crypt light was perfect, the
way it sliced in from the constantly opening door or somewhere, crossed the floor and
illuminated the tiny particles of dust floating in the dark. It’s the dust that’s always there, but that
you only see dancing when it’s caught up in a sliver of sunlight. I would use Bernini’s
Baldacchino with its wrinkled elephant legs as a bed; I’d move it to the center of the floor and
thrive in stony space.
I didn’t realistically think I could move in. I couldn’t see securing sole rights to real
estate in the Vatican, or affording a whole cathedral even if I could. It was more that it felt right,
and if someone had told me that I had to stay forever, I wouldn’t have minded. At certain
moments, I am overcome with the sense that I could live wherever I happen to be. It is not
always something I feel for whole cities, nor necessarily for standard living spaces. Suddenly, a
fort, a beach, a street, becomes my home in my head.

*

I want to live on Ludlow Street. There’s a shop in particular I could call home, but I’d be just as
happy wandering the length of it, a vagrant who vacations on Essex or Delancey. When I was a
child, we’d come for pickles. My step-grandfather – a Connecticut farmer turned engineer who
married into a family of displaced Hungarian Jewry – would take me to Manhattan’s Lower East
Side to pick up his glasses.
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We’d take the Williamsburg Bridge from Long Island because it was closest, but also
because there was no toll. We’d cross our fingers for parking, then walk the stairs to the secondfloor shop and wait. The façade so conveyed a sense of tenement-era grit, I was endlessly
surprised by ads for sleek frames in the showroom. I wanted an interior reminiscent of prewar
Europe’s backroom workshops: bad lighting, wooden workbenches, old men with white beards
and stooped walks. My grandpa wanted his glasses and, after I’d spent twenty minutes mentally
placing facial hair and a three-piece suit on the pleasant woman behind the counter, he’d have
them.
Once he could see, we’d make the food circuit. First, it was pickles, the barrels set out to
draw us in with the smell of vinegar and darkness. If he were here alone, it would be a plastic
container of sours for him and another for my parents, the payment for which he would exact in
full. He was never one to treat, even for three or four dollars, unless it’s for my sister or me.
When we went together, he’d let me taste and ask and waste my time in briny bliss. One of his
favorite stories from my childhood tells of one lunch break from his engineering job and me in a
bassinet, barely toothed, begging a pickle out of stranger’s hand at a diner. He can’t refuse me
sour since.
I’d choose some pickled green tomatoes or giant olives, the foods at which my
roommates turn up their noses. Bagels, less objectionable to blander friends, came next. Not
bagels, precisely, but bialys and onion flatbreads. The bakery looked exactly as I wished it
would, unlike the disappointing optician. The floor was floured. The back was filled with
imposing ovens, the front with wooden paddles and racks of cooling bread. The proprietress
wore a wig and closed shop on Saturdays. We’d get brown paper bags of doughy, crusty rounds
and bring half to my mother.
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I can catalog my aging through nearby Orchard Street. On maybe the most awkward day
of my life, I’d gone underwear shopping there with my grandmother. The three of us had come
for glasses and pickles, and the thought of killing three birds with a single stone prompted an
impromptu search for brassieres. When, at twelve, you’re forced to think of your grandmother’s
foundational garments, you rarely recover. At seven, while visiting my other grandmother in
Budapest the year before she passed away, I found what I later realized to be a breast-shaped pad
she used to hide her mastectomy. Upon my interrogation, ever graceful, she told me it was her
medicine.
The first time I returned to Orchard Street without a yen for pickles and, thankfully,
without my grandparents, was for a shopping trip of my own. I had played at the Goth look
since the sixth grade. I wore black lipstick, but only when my friends would wear it with me; I’d
wanted to be different, but not so different that I had to go it alone. In the following years, I
alternately fostered and hid this commercial strangeness.
During my freshman year of college, a lovably awkward engineer friend took me to a
Gothic dance club on 30th street. I wore a short black skirt and fishnet stockings and danced to
music from bands whose members would never get dates if not for black nail polish and vinyl
pants that masked the fact that they were probably once computer programmers. On Friday
nights I’d put on my nonconformist uniform and stomp around with tattooed women and blackclad men I found inexplicably attractive.
Before long, the dark clothes I culled from my quotidian wardrobe were not enough. I
needed something that spoke to this morbid fascination – something that would advertise it even
when the bones in my ears weren’t vibrating and my boots were not steel-toed. I needed a
corset.
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I took the subway to Orchard. These were the indistinguishable cramped storefronts of
old New York, narrow and cluttered and staffed by gruff women I was reluctant to associate with
delicates. Shelves buckled with white cardboard boxes labeled in black magic marker to
distinguish designer stockings from bridal negligees or forgotten pinup girdles.
Despite their uniformity, I found the store I wanted. A woman older than my
grandmother (or worse for wear) sat on a fold-up chair just inside the door and spoke halting
Hungarian into a substantial cordless phone. Her own stocking, a thick taupe relic, had come
loose and hovered gaping around her calf. To my left was the counter, and behind it a jolly redbearded Orthodox Jewish man. I felt awkward. He asked for specifics. I supplied. He didn’t bat
an eyelash throwing around what seemed to me intimate terms. I nearly died.
“Under-bust or over?”
“Over.”
“Strapped or Strapless?”
“Um, I’m not sure.”
“Do you want more support?”
“Well, it’s probably a good idea.”
“Go with straps, then. Hook and eye or zipper?”
“Whichever laces in the back.”
“They both do.”
“Hook and eye, then.”
“What color?”
“Black.”
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He called a solitary saleswoman out from the back. He gave a description of what she
was to find. Unabashed, he eyed my ribcage and called out a size. She found the right white box
and liberated my corset. Well, not mine. It was too big. It fit comfortably, leaving no room for
cinching. The Orthodox man had overestimated. I felt enormous, heartbroken that I looked
bigger than I was. The woman re-boxed, re-liberated, and I was fitted with my corset.
I talked about my upcoming trip to New Orleans for a Halloween concert festival – a trip
that never happened, lost to Katrina. I did not ultimately make it there for another two years, but
when I did, I knew it would become another of my homes. She pulled laces, adjusted straps,
made sure I could breathe. It’s not difficult to feel close to the people who tie you into your
clothing. I took my corset to the counter.
On the way out, I stopped to talk to the old woman. In Hungarian, I told her that I was
sorry, but that I had heard her speaking on the phone and wanted to say hello. In Hungarian, she
said hello, and asked me where I was from. In Hungarian, I told her that I was born in New York
but that my father had been born in Budapest and my mother in Israel, but to Hungarian parents,
after the War. She replied, “But you don’t speak Hungarian, do you?”
I hid my bewilderment and told her that, in fact, I did. I also told her it was lovely
speaking to her, wished her a good day, and walked out. I wish I’d given her a hug. I luxuriated
in shame then. I hug strangers now, if they say it’s okay.

*

I drink in a bar on Ludlow Street. Several years ago, I saw a movie based on a book called
Everything is Illuminated. I went with a former college RA with whom I had fallen in love, one
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who kissed me drunkenly whenever it was his birthday. In this movie was a man named Eugene
Hutz, a Ukranian Jew with a prominent nose and a moustache like my father’s. I fell in love with
Eugene, too. His band, Gogol Bordello, played the songs that ran during the credits of the movie,
a fact I discovered when I hurried home to find out who had played the songs that ran during the
credits of the movie. In my research, I also learned that Eugene played DJ every Thursday at a
Chinatown bar called Mehanata. The bar had since been closed down, and the man had just left
on a tour of Europe.
Every time I tried to see Eugene play, I would miss him. He was in New York while I
studied in Florence; he played Budapest and met a friend of my father’s only days after I had left
the Hungarian capital to return to New York, two wisdom teeth lighter. One December, Eugene’s
gypsy klezmer punk band came to New York. The felicity of it all was that I was in New York,
too. My best friend Amy and I bought tickets and went and danced and sweated and screamed
and loved our lives for two solid hours. Eugene stood on a bass drum and extolled the plight of
the Roma. He flew their flag and told us to start wearing purple. To think locally, fuck globally.
I bought a tote bag.
After the concert, he announced, there would be an afterparty at the new Mehanata, the
Bulgarian culture club on Ludlow Street. Ears ringing, my friend and I hopped into a taxi and
surged to Ludlow. She was craving crepes. I didn’t think diners did French and promised her
chocolate ones for brunch. We reached the right street, wrong intersection, and got out because a
garbage truck was holding up traffic.
Gazing around a neighborhood I remembered so differently and only during the day, I
found a lone menu for a creperie woven into a wrought iron gate. It was a block from our
destination and open until two a.m. A girl with an accent made us a chocolate crepe to share. I
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asked her where she was from, and she told me she was Czech. I told her that I know only one
word in Czech, and it is zmrzlina. It means ice cream.
We finished our crepe and walked to the club, entering what looked like a ski lodge
outfitted for Christmas. There was exposed cabinlike woodwork, a long bar, and people in
turtlenecks. We thought we may have chosen the wrong door. We found a staircase and took it
downward, emerging in a room packed with bodies.
I had been standing by the door for all of a minute when a tall blonde man eyed me from
afar and descended. “Privet,” he shouted into my ear. Hello, in Russian. I replied in kind, which
set him off on a stream of something he later admitted had been obscene. I told him that I was
sorry, but the only things I knew how to say in Russian were hello and give me your watch, from
when, as my father tells it, the “liberating,” (he makes finger quotes here) Russian armies
marched into Hungary to end World War II.
When Eugene arrived, the room felt electric. We were engulfed by countless languages,
countless beats, countless arms and legs jumping and flailing and fingers snapping everywhere.
We danced folkish gypsy dances with graceless kicks; caricaturish ethnic Greek circles, arms in
the air and shouts; the Modena City Ramblers and Bella Ciao. Too tired to stay on my feet, I let
the crowd carry me, kicking and singing.
For years, I went back almost every Thursday. Sometimes, Eugene was there. Other
times, he was not. I knew because, when he was, they charged me ten dollars. Even when the bar
is empty, when Eugene isn’t there and hardly anyone comes, I could live there. I would curl up
on the dance floor and sleep with the disco lights still on, green and purple and blue and
illuminating my dreams.
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*

In thinking of all the places I’ve felt the warmth of knowing I could stay forever, I realize how
many roofs and bayous I’ve longed to call my home.
There is Florence. I stayed five months there and lived on a bridge. No, I lived in an
apartment with someone else’s family, but I could have lived on a bridge. In wind and fear, five
of us would climb over the rail of the Ponte Santa Trinità – the Bridge of the Holy Trinity – and
sit on the triangular stone supports below, looking along the river at the Ponte Vecchio. We’d
shiver and speak ill of those in absentia, telling each other the myth of our bridge over and over:
how it had been bombed during the War and reconstructed; how all the original pieces had been
found but one statue’s stone head; how it had showed up on the bed of the Arno years later,
better late than never.
There’s the mattress on the floor in Provence, a sickly thirst and warm hands, coming in
from the balcony at sunrise. There’s the restaurant in Hungary, made entirely of stairs and
flowers as I remember, where we ate fish soup and I picked out the fish because I was still a
vegetarian then but drank the stock all the same. I sat there with my father and my little sister on
our way home from my father’s father’s grave, where the roads were so narrow only one car
could pass at a time and life stopped at a railroad crossing for no one knew how long. There’s
the disintegrating red velvet couch of the old theater in London, converted into a Gothic
nightclub, where I was kissed near-endlessly by a computer programmer in leather pants, we the
only two wearing white.
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Barbarians at the Gate

The first words he speaks are to thank me for trusting them, for understanding that they are not
going to kill me in my sleep. This one, the bald one, is speaking for himself and the other two
Slovenians who have arranged to spend the next two nights sleeping on my floor. After that they
will ask to stay a third night and, stocked as I am with two Frenchmen and a Greek girl and all
their packs and fancy dopp kits, they will drape their sleeping bags over chaises by the pool. The
landlord will come in the morning to tell them that a neighbor has complained about homeless
sleeping in the courtyard while making hit-the-road motions with this thumb.
His hair is the first thing I notice, which is to say he is not entirely bald. The ring that
tends to run around the back of the head is still there, teasing at the neck with the suggestion of
what once was. His has been shaved so that the skin meeting its upper edge takes the shape of a
point. The V of hair that remains is longish, reaching the shoulders at least. It is brown where it
emerges from the skin, progressing into mottled greens and blues. The dreadlocks, draped over
his left shoulder and reaching to the waist, are flexible fibers that have been matted or sewn to
his natural hair. To the ends of these he has attached tiny side-release buckles, miniature versions
of the snaps used to hold backpack straps together. He uses them to attach to his hair those things
he might need at hand – his keys or, bound to the other side of the buckle with a haphazard
wadding of black electrical tape, a yellow cigarette lighter.
They are artists, all three. He is a painter who shows me prints of macabre assemblages
nursed on science fiction. He trades my neighbor a painting for seventy dollars and a bottle of
crème liquor upholstered in leopard velvet. The one with glasses and a halo of curls is a
metalsmith who carries with him an album of meticulous installations and a tiring enthusiasm for
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the Burning Man festival. The small, beautiful one who never takes off his cowboy hat is a
musician who makes his own instruments, like the two-necked, twenty-stringed nightmare guitar
he has brought. They take it and some drums to the French Quarter where local teenagers rap to
their beat and they do not make any money.

*

Days after they leave, my tiny kitchen will begin to smell. I blame it on the summer and cook
bacon, choosing from the bag I keep for recycling an empty can into which I’ll pour the grease.
As I pull it out, I will realize their unrinsed can of chicken soup beneath is pulsing with maggots.
I will throw it across the room and scream, then gather it up again and throw it away.
Before any of that, they go out their last night in New Orleans. They come back and sit
by the edge of the pool in which they’ve been skinny dipping instead of showering since they
arrived. He tells me that the highlight of the day’s activity has been marrying one woman to
another in a cemetery and asks if it is binding. I tell him that the law is not on his side, but if he
believes it, then it is so. He gave them his wide silver ring and regrets the loss a little, but its
absence will be his souvenir. I pull a ring from my finger, one I have stamped with letters that
spell graviora manent, heavier things remain. I slide it onto his little finger but it does not fit. I
offer to make a different one but he stops me, asks if I am sure, and ties the ring into his hair.
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Furnished

All of your stories start out like a letter to Penthouse and end like they star Zooey Deschanel. –Daniel J. Angello

You moved into this apartment last August. It’s now well into January and you don’t have a
chair to show for it. Most of your junk is piled in one corner of the living room, and when you
move a suitcase capped loosely with unclean dry-clean-only clothes that still smell dank and
camphorated from the storage unit, you find beneath it mouse droppings and a metallic confetti
that it takes you moments to realize once formed a Peppermint Pattie wrapper. You search
through the mound for the rest of the candies, find a handful tucked into a small cardboard box,
and throw them away.
For the first two weeks in this new place, you slept on the floor. You’d left your
comforter and pillows in the trunk of your car in New Orleans so they would not stink like your
clothes do when you returned from a month spent visiting your family in New York and studying
just how much you could drink while running a fever in Budapest, your ancestral home. You had
considered the possibility of flood damage to the vehicle, but you’d also seen some unwelcome
creature leap from one of your boxes when you returned to the unit to deposit more stuff before
leaving, so the car seemed like the safer option. You used the eiderdown to create a makeshift
bed in the living room area because the bedroom seemed too empty.
You wish you could have left everything at your previous apartment while you were
gone, but you didn’t trust your roommate not to throw your belongings into the street. You’d
gotten along alright when you first met, even kissed a little while you ate pizza sitting crosslegged on the bed you borrowed in your first apartment, which tided you over your first nine
months in the city. You’d go over to his place before you moved in and listen to records and help
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him count his pills, placing the lithium and whatever else into little compartments with the days
of the week printed on top. When you could no longer stand one couple you lived with fighting
and the other couple fucking even louder, you went to stay on the couch in his spare room.
It was okay for a while, but then he stopped washing dishes. He started calling a woman
from the internet his girlfriend despite the fact that they had never met. They played video games
over headsets from night into morning in the room next to yours. When you asked to borrow a
screwdriver to take the hard drive out of your dead computer, he made you wait hours for the
sake of it, long enough that you pried at it until it broke. When he began dating an actual person
and cleaned the sink for her visit, you thanked him and he shot back, “I didn’t do it for you.”
You put a deposit on the one-bedroom apartment before you left for New York; it was the
cheapest one you could find that didn’t make you want to run. It is thatched with stained
carpeting and fitted with disintegrating cabinets, but it has a pool. You hesitate to buy furniture
because you know you are not going to stay for long, a decision made more certain when you
realized there were mice, when three small roaches skittered from your bath puff, when your
friend’s husband found ground beef in the pool drain after a hurricane. You can wait to commit
to more permanent furnishings until you find a house of your own, but so much of life feels
wasted in waiting.
After two weeks on the floor and another spent hopping from one friend’s couch to the
next in search of electricity after a storm, you caved and bought a mattress at one store, a bed
frame at another. The mattress was the same price everywhere, but the man at the mattress place
was nicer. You immediately regretted buying the frame when you opted for Sunday delivery and
the bearded salesman asked whether that was going to interfere with your church-going schedule.
The mattress arrived first. Two men carried it to your bedroom, placing it beneath the spot in
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your ceiling that is brown and buckled from leaking. One of the men was chiseled and tall and
you thought how ridiculous it would be to offer to thank him proper. When one of the men who
delivered the frame asked for your phone number, you lied and said you had a boyfriend.
Between then and now, you’ve managed to find a narrow nightstand with no drawers but
three shelves for books. You eat seated outside at a communal table in the courtyard or else
standing at the kitchen counter or in bed. Your guests too sit outside or in your bed as you
implore them to ignore the mess. You would put your things away but there’s nowhere to put
them, and who has the heart to throw out postcards and tony hotel shampoos and the mug that
says Grandpa because it used to be his?

*

The good college girlfriend who stayed with you before Christmas shared the bed, but when
another says she’s coming for Mardi Gras and may bring two more with her, you know you need
a couch. You spend hours at home, then at work, researching futons. You’d gone to visit one you
saw on Craigslist months ago, but the woman owned cats and you didn’t have a truck to move it.
Sunday morning, which is to say afternoon, you finally choose a frame online, but decide
to drive out to a few big box stores in the suburbs to test the mattresses for comfort. Knowing the
thing will have to stick out the open windows of your midsize sedan if it has any chance of
fitting and so you’ll have to come straight home, you stop to eat first. As you circle the block
looking for parking, you notice a black futon frame on the curb. You think of picking it up, but it
too would stick out your windows, if it fit at all. You park beside it and go to lunch, reasoning
that if it’s still there when you get back, you’ll do your best to jam it into your car.
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When you return, a man and woman are loading up the back of a station wagon in the
driveway beside the frame. “Is this your futon?” you ask.
“Yeah,” the man replies.
“Are you getting rid of it?”
He nods.
“Does it work?”
“It’s a little finicky when you try to fold it up, but it’s a bed and it’s a couch.”
You try it, and it seems to fold down easily enough, and then back up.
“Can I take it?”
“Sure.”
You wait until they go inside, then drag it the few feet to your car. You open the door in
some vain hope that the back seat has grown since last you saw it (“my, how big you’re
getting!”), but looking only confirms the impossibility of the feat. You think on the people you
know who own big cars, but the only one who comes to mind is the man you didn’t sleep with
Tuesday night. You’d liked him enough at first, but then he threw you out in the rain at 4 am
because he had this rule. You vowed never to speak to him again until you were halfway home
and realized you’d left your bra behind. You let him bring it to you on your lunch break the next
day, but that was the end of that.
The light at the corner turns red and a grey pickup comes to a stop at the intersection.
You walk over, peek in, and see a pleasant plaid flannel type near your age driving. You knock
on the passenger window and he smiles. You knock again and he rolls it down.
“I’m sorry if this is crazy,” you preface, “but will you do me a huge favor?”
“What is it?” he asks, looking less uneasy than he could.
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You point to the frame. “Can I pay you to drive me and this futon home?”
He looks concerned. “I really would,” he says. Your face falls. “But I have a suspended
license. I’m not even supposed to be driving. I just took the truck out to get my bike from the
bar. I’m almost home.”
“Can I drive the truck?” you ask, no reason not to.
He thinks about it. “Okay.”
“Really?” you ask. Not even you would have said yes to that. The light turns green.
“I’ll drive. Let me just go around the block and pull up back there,” he says, yielding to
the honks of waiting cars. He points behind him to where the futon is sitting before disappearing
around the corner. You know he is not coming back.

He comes back. He parks behind your car. You help him lift the frame into the bed, next to his
bicycle. It is too long. He arranges it so that the legs on one end hook over the tailgate. You say
you are afraid they will scratch the paint, but he tells you not to worry. You give him directions
to your house and he tells you about his DUI and getting too drunk to ride his bicycle home from
the bar last night. He tells you about the restaurant where he works, how he was recruited from
another that couldn’t pay him what he was worth.
He helps you carry the futon to your door. You leave it outside so you can vacuum the
carpet inside and wash the frame before you bring it in. He offers you a ride back to your car.
You can walk, you tell him, but he says he’s going that way anyway.
On the way, you ask his name again and he tells you. You say you keep wanting to call
him something else and he says that’s his twin brother’s name, who’s a lawyer and lives with his
partner in Washington, D.C. You want to tell him your good friend just moved to D.C. to be with
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his partner, who is also a lawyer, but the coincidence seems silly enough that you keep quiet. He
pulls up in front of your car this time. You offer to pay him, to buy him a drink, anything.
“Someone gave me free French fries earlier,” he says as you wait, one hand on the
seatbelt buckle, the other on your purse. “I’m just passing the good deed on.”
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Stay

We get our first dog when I am in elementary school. Our parents come home from work and my
sister and I are either already playing outside or else we come out to greet them. Our father goes
into the house. The screen door swings ahead of him as he comes out with the video camera
hefted onto his shoulder and tells us to peek through the car’s rear window. In the backseat we
see a box, and in it a tiny black huddle causing the blanket tucked around it to swell with breath.
What you see in the video is this:
“Take it back,” is the first thing I say. I plead. “I don’t want it.”
“You don’t want a puppy?” Our parents look bewildered.
My sister is small and cooing. She has wanted this for as long as she knows.
“Oh,” I shout. “Yes! Wait until the kids at school hear about this!”
Later I will be embarrassed that my reaction turned so quickly to the desire to impress.
What you do not see is this:
Until the moment of revelation, I do not want the thing because I think it is a kitten. I
love cats more and in the seconds it takes me to see fur through the window, already I imagine
the kitten growing into a cat and then getting old and dying, and I know I couldn’t bear it. A
puppy is okay because it will only grow into a dog, something I can stand to lose.
We name the dog Midnight because she is all black with a white tip on her tail for the
moon. She is Labrador Retriever or maybe part Labrador and part something else; mom’s
hairdresser’s dog had puppies and our parents chose the smallest one, hoping she would not
reach full Lab size. For now she is small and soft. My sister sits cross-legged in pink sweatpants
on the kitchen’s linoleum floor. Midnight falls asleep in her lap. “She’s so warm!” my sister
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says, and our father gently, knowingly lifts the pup, revealing the spot of wet that has bloomed
beneath her.
Our mother is not so tender. We have finally convinced her to hold the dog in her arms.
“Just like a baby,” we say, as if we are so used to holding babies. I carried my infant sister once
to surprise our parents when I was three and she couldn’t yet hold her head up and I’d managed
not to drop her. Our father hands the dog over. Midnight gives a little nip and Mom cries out,
letting go. Midnight grows into a dog, as far as I know, but we do not see it happen. Our parents
take her back soon after.
“She wasn’t the one for us,” they repeat, assuring us she will find another home, as if it
softens the blow of that home not being ours.

*

In middle school I win a drawing contest. The art teachers help me transfer the image from the
poster I designed onto foam core board that is nearly the size of one of our kitchen walls. I know
this because after the school displays the board, I take it home. Our parents save the poster. It
rests on the edge of the kitchen table, propped against the wall, until my sister throws a fit.
She is eight. “I’m going to DIE before I get a dog!” she screams, and flings a pickle at the
wall. The poster is ruined. The brine released upon impact reactivates the washable non-toxic
marker and the color spatters and runs. Our parents throw the poster away.
It is just before Labor Day when our parents suggest a drive to the shelter. I have plans to
visit my friend to talk about books and what it will be like to kiss a boy. I vacillate before
declining my parents’ offer. “It’s not like we’re going to get a dog anyway,” I brood.
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They drop me off at Liz’s house on the way and pick me up on the way back. Dad comes
to the door to collect me.
“So,” I challenge as I gather my things. “Did we get a dog?”
“Yes, we did.”
“Very funny,” I say. My parents are notorious for these kinds of jokes.
“No really, we did,” he insists.
“What kind is it, then?” I ask, hoping to catch his hesitation as he makes up the specifics.
“A Cocker Spaniel.”
“I hate Cocker Spaniels,” I say, because I do.
I have sat with my sister on the couch studying The Encyclopedia of the Dog for hours at
a time, memorizing the breeds and choosing our favorites. She loves the Cairn Terrier because
one played Toto in the Wizard of Oz. I favor the Border Collie for its sharp but gentle face and
the Papillon because it is absurd. I do not believe him until I see silken gold hair in the backseat.
The dog sits curled against my sister’s legs. She is not fluffed and shaggy like the tacky Cockers
in the book; though she is nearly a year old, she looks like a puppy – beautiful but shaking.
All the shelter could tell us is that the dog is a rescue from Connecticut. She may have
been abandoned or abused because she recoils from touch at first, but she warms up to us slowly.
Our father feeds her most often and so she follows him everywhere. The way she takes food
from my hand is so gentle that I come to be startled by dogs that snap. It is only after several
months that one particular ring of the doorbell is followed by a sound none of us can place at
first: it is her bark, something we will hear a scant few times throughout her life.

*
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I move to New Orleans when I am twenty-six. My first apartment does not allow dogs. Instead, I
embark upon a series of disheartening goldfish fatalities. I have lived there for a month when I
wake to a phone call.
“Did you get a text from Dad this morning?” my sister asks.
“I don’t think so,” I say. “Why?”
“I don’t want to be the one to tell you,” she says, “but I guess it’s too late now. Honey
stopped eating and they had to put her to sleep this morning.”
I ask her to hold on while I check my texts. There is a message sent half an hour earlier
from my father, all in caps: “RIP HONEY!!!”
I text our father, “Thank you for letting me know, but I do not know if text message is the
most appropriate medium for that kind of news.”
“Sorry,” he replies, “I was crying too hard to speak.”

*

One year and two apartments later, I find a one-bedroom where I can keep pets under twentyfive pounds. While browsing adoptable cats online, I find a blog written by a woman who fosters
kittens and then I am filling out a questionnaire to sign up as a foster parent for the Louisiana
SPCA. I ask to be put on the list for both cats and dogs. Within a month I have my first charge, a
purebred long hair Dachshund named Buddy. He had been purchased from a breeder, but his
owner surrendered him because of dental problems that were too expensive to treat.
Like Honey, Buddy starts out fearful and strange. The first night, he sleeps pushed up
against the footboard of my bed, refusing to let me touch him. Each night, he moves a little
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closer. By the start of the second week he is sleeping at my hip, creeping up every morning near
dawn to stick his cold nose in my armpit so I will wake up to take him out.
I am supposed to keep Buddy for ten days before he goes on a transport to a shelter in
New Jersey where he is guaranteed adoption. Two hours after I return him to the SPCA, I receive
a call that the transport had been cancelled in advance of Hurricane Sandy’s arrival. I go back
and pick him up. Transport after transport falls through as shelters up North scramble to save the
animals they already have. Four weeks later, my friend’s mother adopts him from me.

*

I do not take in another foster until Mardi Gras. This time, it is a tortoiseshell mother cat and her
single snow-white kitten. Someone at the shelter has named them Chiara and Banya, which I am
told are Russian for black and white, but as far as I know a banya is a bathhouse. I take to calling
them Ladybird and Babybird.
The foster coordinator tells me that tiny kittens don’t always make it. This one seems
hardy, she assures me. Still, Babybird’s eyes are not yet open. She is about the size of a mouse
and her tail is tapered and almost bald. I do not have the heart to keep them caged once they are
in my living room, so I let Ladybird out for a while. When I am not looking, she takes the kitten
by the scruff and hides her in my closet. I let her nurse the baby there, safe behind the hoop skirt
of a homemade lamp costume until I take it out to wear it to a party. I paint my face yellow and
cover it in glitter to look as if I am light. I return in the small hours to Babybird in my bed, barely
breathing. I call every phone number on the SPCA paperwork and no one answers.
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I drive out to the shelter, still yellow, to the all-night emergency entrance. A clinician
comes out and takes the kitten from me. She goes inside to ask what to do and comes back to tell
me they’ll hold onto her. I ask if they need the mother too, since she is not weaned, and she goes
back in again and then comes out with the address of a 24-hour emergency veterinary clinic. I go
but there is nothing they can do except tell me it’s okay to cry.
I try kittens one more time. Two feral siblings, almost big enough for adoption, need a
few weeks of socialization. They come unnamed so I call one Tyson, both because she likes to
box while they play and in homage to Neil deGrasse, and the other Copernicus (Copper for
short) because he is the color of a penny and likes to watch my ceiling fan spin.
Until this point, I am unfamiliar with the frequency and vehemence with which kittens
empty their bowels. They do it in their crate, then on my bedspread the moment I turn my head. I
have a litter box for them and they fill it, moving to the floor before I can empty it or bring
another. They go on my shower curtain, though I do not understand how. Then I am blessed with
itching eyes and when they make weight, I send an email that I think I am allergic to cats.

*

I take in several dogs over the next few months: Elfie, a beautiful terrier pup, comes with the
terrible name Diggums until I change it to honor Elphaba – the Wicked Witch of the West
character in Gregory Maguire’s Wicked – after she spends four hours refusing to come out from
under my neighbor’s house. Dolly follows, a Chihuahua who whelped at the shelter. All of her
puppies found homes, but she stayed behind. She sits on my lap while I eat breakfast and does
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not steal food from the plate. I consider keeping her, but small dogs find homes more easily. I
have to save the place in my home that a dog may one day hold for a harder-luck case.

Two emails go out about Irwin before I offer to take him in. He’s listed as a Fast Track foster,
which means he isn’t healing from a medical condition or waiting for a transport to the North;
he’s mine until I find him a home. Irwin is as a Bassador, a recognized, semi-successful mix of
Basset Hound and Labrador. He looks small in his photo, like a Dachshund with a big, square
head. I go to the shelter to meet him and he is large and low, fifty pounds of stocky muscle and
ruddy fur. He is not friendly. I forget each time that abandoned dogs are like this at first. I almost
change my mind, but no one else has offered to take him so I do.
Three and four times a day for months I walk this veritable bratwurst on legs. I am
stopped almost daily by strangers who ask, “What kind of dog is that?” His proportions are so
mismatched that more than one person says that it looks as if his head had been Photoshopped
on. He was pulled from the adoption room for displaying barrier aggression; he guarded his cage
there too closely, barking at anyone who walked by, and no one wants the dog that’s making all
the noise. The foster coordinator hopes that removing him from the stressful shelter environment
will calm him down and help him find a home.
It seems to be working, for a time. He lets his admirers pet him, but then something sets
him off and he barks and barks. Once we are sharing a cheeseburger at a restaurant’s outdoor
table. His leash is tied to my chair while he lounges beneath it, sprawled between my feet. He is
dressed in an orange “Adopt Me” vest and attracts all the best attention until two women walk
by. Maybe they are too close. Maybe one is wearing a perfume he doesn’t like, or her high
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ponytail puffs out too much. Whatever it is, there is suddenly no slack in the leash as he lunges
for them, teeth bared, snapping.
The SPCA enrolls him in free obedience classes. I take him weekly, teaching him to walk
beside me on a leash and jump over low hurdles. When I am taught to call him, it is supposed to
be a command: “Irwin, come!” The first time I try, I pat my knees and do not think and it comes
out, “Come here, Irwin baby man.” The trainer reprimands me. Irwin can do all the tricks, but
when someone comes in late to class, he barks and I cannot stop him.
I keep on introducing him to strangers. I take him on blind dates and meet-and-greets to
show him to people who see his picture on the SPCA website. Some of them use words like
phenotype. Others ask things like does he bite? He sleeps in my bed every night, sometimes at
my feet, sometimes with my arm thrown over his barrel chest. I hang his calling cards in pet
stores and vet offices. I show him off to a girl who loves him and her mother and brother who
don’t quite – he won’t stop going after a squirrel in Audubon Park.

Then, just like that, time is up. I am in my tiny kitchen when I get the call from the foster
coordinator. “How is Irwin doing?” she asks. “Do you think he’s getting better?”
“Yeah,” I say instinctively. “Well, maybe. He’s okay. He’s great with me. We’re working
on him not freaking out around bikes.”
“What I’m worried about,” she says, “is that he’s getting worse.”
He had tried to bite the trainer’s foot in obedience class. I didn’t think he’d meant it. Still,
he legally belongs to the SPCA. If he succeeds in biting anyone, the victim can sue and he may
be put down. They can’t chance having a bite risk in their name. I will have to find him a home
within the week, adopt him myself, or there are no guarantees.
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*

stay / stā/ verb 1. Remain in the same place. "you stay here and I'll be back soon"
stay / stā/ noun 2. A suspension or postponement. "a stay of execution"
stay / stā/ interjection 3. A dog’s obedience training command. “stay, boy; good boy”

*

That weekend, I greet a neighbor as Irwin and I take our morning walk.
“So, you’re going to keep him?” she asks, the same question my neighbors ask about
every dog I bring home.
“Yes,” I say for the first time. “If no one else adopts him by Thursday, he’s mine.”
“He’s up for adoption?” a woman shouts from her new apartment across the street.
“Yes, but careful! He can be funny around strangers,” I warn.
She bends to greet him anyway, and he trots to her. When she goes into her house for her
camera he begins to whimper, something I have not heard him do for anyone but me. By that
afternoon, she has signed the papers and he is hers. I take him across the street with his borrowed
leash and collar and a bag of half-disemboweled toys and that is that.

*

More dogs come after Irwin, but he is the only one whose portrait, painted by a friend who loves
his shape, hangs on my wall. There have been so many that I’ve begun to forget their names.
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Some have new names, like Tex, now Archie, who lives in Washington, DC, and Bella who was
once Ella with a pelvis broken in three places. I miss them sometimes (and I still see Irwin), but
giving them up is not the hardest part. Once they come to me, they are already saved. All I have
to do is take photographs and pet them and love them until someone else can do it. The worst of
it is that I cannot save every one the way I save everything – the rounded rectangles of paper that
new stockings come stretched over and the last three bites of falafel I take home in foil from a
restaurant – because there is nothing in this world I can stand to lose, least of all a dog.
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Nerve Damage

She meets him on Craigslist – casual encounters – looking for someone who will throw her
around a little, big as she is. The first of the hundred and three responses she receives is a picture
of a man (in a white undershirt and nothing more) reflected from head to knees in a bathroom
mirror, paint peeling from the wall behind it. The rest are stocky men shirtless at the gym, men
near twice her age trying to be vague about just how late into their thirties they are, men who
open with the line, “You ever find someone who threw you around? My wife likes being man
handled too.”
In choosing to whom she’ll respond, she looks for some spark of wit or pathos, a tacit
recognition of the situation’s absurdity, or at least some shock of dark hair combed rakishly to
one side. In the small hours of a Saturday morning, he had written simply, “Hi I'm 23 white and
in great shape. Text me a pic.” There was his phone number and a photograph of a hairless, lean,
but not overly-muscled male torso, beginning just above the chin and ending at the hemline of a
near-interminable pair of red gym shorts.
Nothing about this is particularly enticing. Perhaps she caves because his left hand in the
photograph rests at his side in a position almost identical to that of the right hand of
Michelangelo’s David (though she does not notice any stones concealed in his grasp). Perhaps
she is bored and it seems easy. She eats lunch alone at a Korean restaurant in the suburbs of New
Orleans the following afternoon, where she listens to a man seated behind her berate his date for
the duration of their meal. It isn’t until he pronounces the word diaphragm phonetically as dieuh-frag-um that she really wants to turn around and slug him. She must have been scrolling
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through messages on her phone for company because she never responds to his email; she goes
straight for the phone number.
The text message conversation that follows has long since been wiped clean, but she
would have asked him for a picture of his face. He sends an image of a fine blonde head with a
gap-toothed smile reminiscent of a boy’s she’d sketched once or twice in a high school art class
and run into on the train a few times on his way home from working construction, back when she
lived in New York. She reciprocates with one of her own. She probably still has long hair in it,
because this is right around the time she cut it short and shaved one side, and she isn’t yet sure
how boys will react. When her mother sees the cut months later, she says wryly, “Oh, pussycat,
you’ve gone full Auschwitz,” to which she replies, “No, only a quarter.”
She had just moved into a new apartment a few weeks earlier and convinces him to meet
her at Wal-Mart, where she is looking for a trashcan she’ll pay for in cash – as if that will afford
her plausible deniability of ever having been there. He finds her in housewares, Goldilocksing
over just how large a garbage can is right for one person and why the only one that seems to
make sense doesn’t have a matching lid. “You’re not easy,” her mother would have told her.
They wind through the aisles, stopping briefly so she can examine a box of cheaply-made
bookshelf. She has subpar spatial reasoning, she tells him, so he shows her on his body how high
the shelf would come up once she puts it together, his hand slicing crosswise along the
musculature over his heart. He could make her something sturdier, he tells her, from real wood.
He’d made his own furniture before, but he kept moving house and leaving it behind. She asks
where he is from, originally, but he can’t say; he’d lived a year and eight months in Washington
State, two or three months longer than anywhere else he could remember.
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As she returns to contemplating the aesthetic of her bathroom, he looks at his phone and
realizes he has to leave if he wants to make it to the pet store before it closes. She suggests the
pet aisle, curious to see whether he is plotting a graceful escape, but he tells her he needs mice.
She wants to know if he has a snake.
Yes, he does, but these are to be fed to his Vietnamese centipede. She offers to join him,
but by the time she’d be done checking out with her hard-won single item ($2.97, beige), the pet
store would be closed. He promises to text her when he is done and maybe they’ll get a drink.
I’m sorry, but I need mice to feed to my venomous arthropod is one of the more creative
excuses she’s heard someone use to take his leave of her, so she is surprised to see a text
message from him as she orders Mexican takeout. She finishes half her dinner waiting for him in
the parking lot, saving the rest to eat by her apartment’s pool. He pulls in, finds her sitting in her
car, and follows her home. They sit cross-legged on chaises as she eats and he drinks beer and
talks about the stripping job he’d lost because he had rebuffed his male boss’s advances. He
could abide dancing for gay men, he explains, even when they reached for him, but not coercion.
She wants to see him naked.
She asks about how big the centipede has to be if it can swallow a mouse, even if it is a
baby. He pulls up a video of a comparable specimen on his phone, but she is too squeamish to
watch it. She’d been a vegetarian for eight years and, though she has given it up, the thought of
one creature eating another with its face and fur still on is too much to bear. He tells her about
his brown tarantula inhabiting an outsize Jack Daniel’s bottle and his scheme to breed his own
crickets. He’d ordered a box of them on eBay right before Hurricane Isaac. Afraid they wouldn’t
make it, the seller sent another five hundred. Both shipments arrived alive and teeming, and they
bred and bred and kept him up at night with chirping.

51

He is also breeding tree frogs that he plans to drive up North to sell. They are still tiny
now, he shows her, drawing a line with one pointer finger across the tip of the other to indicate
how little space they occupy. She bubbles over with wanting to see. A smile spreads wide across
her face as she imagines the tiny frogs clinging to her finger with arms outstretched, the way they
do in macro-focused nature photographs. He tells her she can come over, but then she remembers
the centipede whose venom, he had said, would cause immediate pain and residual nerve
damage. He’d never use it to hurt anyone, he’d assured her, but she’d decided then and there
she’d never set foot in his house.
“Did you like to kill animals when you were a kid?” she asks him, trying to absent any air
of judgment or diagnosis from her voice.
“I didn’t like it, I guess, but I did it.”
Rats that chewed and soiled the berry bushes around one of his childhood homes, he and
his sister had dispatched with machetes.
“My sister took the skin off a snake once,” he tells her.
“How?”
“She put one hand firm below the head and pulled with the other.”
“Why?”
“To see what it was like.”
What is his sister doing now, she wants to know. She is a dancer at one of the clubs off
Bourbon Street; one of the nice ones, he says. If she ever meets the girl, she’ll have to remember
to call her Sawyer2*, and not her real name, for safety. He tells her the real name too, though,
and she is immediately certain she’ll mix them up, knowing for sure there are two names but

* This name has been changed because I’m still not sure which is which.
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unable to remember which is which. For all her amused terror at the prospect of knowing him,
she is still pleased to hear she might be around long enough to meet his sister.
He takes a phone call from his father about a problem with his truck. The men talk at
length and she listens hard to confirm anything of what he had told her. He takes another from
his sister, who has a flat tire in the French Quarter. He will go help, and then he has a job
interview at ten pm for a doorman position at another strip club downtown, but he’ll call her
when he is done and maybe they’ll meet up again. She is hooked by his ostensible escapes, by
the creatures, by the novelty of the tripartite date, and so she agrees.
She texts him this time, too compelled by his strangeness not to, around eleven, and he
tells her to come down to Bourbon Street. A stranger compliments her haircut as she waits for
him on a corner. She calls him to find he has walked the wrong way, just drunk enough to have
lost his sense of direction after an older woman bought him several drinks. They find each other
in the swell of Saturday night revelry and early September heat. They stand close for a moment
before walking on, trying to act as if there is enough of a difference between any two bars to
constitute a preference.
They pass the preachers of the Raven Street Church, those evangelicals who tried to
shepherd the lost souls of debauched conventioneers and sailors on leave with bible and cross
and megaphone before police stopped them only one week later under the French Quarter’s
Aggressive Solicitation ordinance. “I hate those guys,” he tells her, rolling his eyes at their
forceful conviction, their shamelessness. She agrees. She does not believe in God, but rather in a
subjective morality encouraging kindness and good works without discouraging casual sex with
potentially sociopathic exotic dancers.
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“When I see them,” he goes on, “I like to say, ‘Heil Satan!’” He punctuates the
exclamation with the stiffened arm raise of a Nazi salute.
“’Hail Satan,’” she repeats. “Yeah, that’s pretty funny. Does it get a rise out of them?”
“Not really,” he concedes, “but you have to do the salute.”
“Oh, I don’t do the Nazi salute,” she counters, widening her eyes.
He looks wounded, as if her refusal to ghost-pat Hitler on the back were the controversial
move.
“It’s part of who I am,” he explains. “My mother was born in Germany, and my
grandfather was an officer.”
“An officer in what?” she asks, tentatively.
“The SS.”
“Oh,” she says, her eyes fixed anywhere but on his. “Perhaps he knew my grandmother,
then. She was a prisoner in Auschwitz.”
“Oh,” he says.
Yeah.
“Well,” he goes on, “I’m not going to be ashamed of who I am.”
“That’s not what I’m saying,” she insists. “You can be proud of being German. That
doesn’t mean you have to think the Holocaust was a good idea.”
“Well…,” He draws the end of the word out in his mouth.
She goes cold.
“Well…what?”
“It was population control.”
She stops walking.
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“No,” she explains mock-patiently, voice approaching grade-school teacher singsong. “A
plague is population control; it’s indiscriminate. The Holocaust was systematized murder.”
“Well…”
She can barely squeeze the words out. “Well…what?”
“The end result is the same.”
She turns to him and looks at his mouth, at his teeth, thanking every hair on her head that
he had never kissed her.
“It’s been lovely,” she says, “But I have to go now.”
“Oh.”
She walks one whole block before she lets herself start crying. For her grandmother,
orphaned by the camp at eighteen, starved to bone and sewing German uniforms. For her
grandfathers, conscripted into forced labor, one digging front-line trenches with bloodied hands.
For their nightmares, for how impossible it must have been for them to dream again. For her
father, born into ether, his parents his only close relatives on earth and for her mother, who can
never throw anything away. She covers her face with her hands, then brings herself under control
as ably as she can. The last thing she wants is for people to think she is the kind of girl who cries
on Bourbon Street because some idiot has broken her heart.
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An American

I: A Litany of Bridges

Ten bridges tether Buda to Pest across the Danube River. For a man who once thought he
might never see any of them again, my father takes great pleasure in reciting their names with me
so that I will not forget. Twin sticklers for accuracy, we begin with the northernmost Északi
összekötő vasúti híd, the North Rail Bridge, which is more beautiful to say than it is to look at. It
is not open to public traffic and so remains largely ignored in the scheme of crossing from one
half of Hungary’s capital to the other. The Megyeri híd was completed to the north of the tracks
in 2008, but because it came into being long after my father and I had compiled our list – and
because it was almost named for Stephen Colbert by characteristically unheeded popular vote – it
was never invited to join.
Arpád híd follows. Now named in remembrance of the man responsible for settling
Magyars in the Carpathian basin in the 9th century, it was erected as the Joseph Stalin bridge in
1950. To the south is Margít híd, a bridge of French design that inspired poet Arany János to
write a ballad after dejected Hungarians wouldn’t stop throwing themselves off of it. Then comes
the iconic Széchényi Lánchíd, or Chain Bridge, one of the first suspension bridges in Europe and
the very first bridge between the cities when it opened in 1849 and so beautiful at night that it
stops your breathing until you realize the ironwork is tatted with more cobwebs than you have
ever seen in your life. You run.
South of that is Erzsébet híd, the only bridge that was not rebuilt in its original form after
the Arrow Cross blew them all up on the occasion of their fruitless retreat into the Buda hills at
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the end of World War II. This bridge is slender and cabled and white, but before the war it was
majestic and green like the Szabadság híd next to it. That bridge is named after freedom and was
also different before the war in that then it had then been named for Emperor Franz Jozsef. Petőfi
híd remembers the poet-nationalist Petőfi Sándor, who was practically a baby when he got
himself killed in the 1848 Revolution, and no longer recalls its former namesake Horthy Miklós,
the Regent who kept the Nazis out of and the Jews in Hungary until he was deposed in 1944 and
the deportations began.
Rákóczi híd is the southernmost public bridge, but that’s not how I learned it; my father
and I call it Lágymányosi híd, and that’s what we’ll go on calling it, if only because the Rákóczis
were a family of soldiers and nobility while Rákosi was a dictatorial prick and I’m petrified I’ll
mix up the two. Though it is reserved strictly for passenger rail and freight, we do not leave off
the Déli összekötő vasúti híd, or South Rail Bridge, perhaps because its name has never changed.

II: The First Departure

My father was a driver in the Hungarian army, transporting officers on official business and also
when they were very drunk and fell out of the Jeep, taking the door with them and landing on the
road, still snoring. He started smoking the day he was drafted and quit the day he was dismissed.
The unit held a general assembly at which the newly released civilians were told, as my father
remembers it, “Don’t even think about asking for a passport in the next five years because you’re
not going to get one.” The Communist government trusted its soldiers enough to assume that,
once released, they would be eager to organize into spy rings and share classified information.
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Five years later, my father was issued his first passport for travel to the United States. He
had to obtain special permission, which included a letter from someone abroad who would claim
responsibility for him for the duration of his trip. A distant great aunt, however, explained
apologetically that she could not sponsor him for fear of being blacklisted – and thus no longer
allowed to return to the thermal Turkish baths, left over from the Ottoman occupation, which
gave her respite from arthritis. He had to visit New York and turn back.
My father’s first flirtation with defection was not his only extralegal pursuit. His failed
attempt returned him to a place and time in which, he simplifies, “entrepreneurship was
discouraged. Religion was discouraged. Everything was supposed to be done by the book.
Anyone who wanted more than what the government allowed usually got into trouble.” That he
had managed to avoid trouble to this point, he attributes purely to luck.
By the 1960s, most people found employ within the governmental system, but it was not
uncommon to hold another job, cleaning apartments or fixing cars, “moonlighting” in some
capacity that was not sanctioned but to which a blind eye could be turned. “In the morning you
went to the factory and in the afternoon you did something on the side which was off the books.”
This practice took the name fusizni, a cutesy slanglike word of indeterminate origin.
“I wasn’t officially,” my father says as if he has to explain, “but I was one of those
fledgling entrepreneurs. You were testing how far you could go. You started out small.” For him,
that meant buying banned Western currencies on the black market and taking them to other
Eastern Bloc countries on his Red passport where he would use them to purchase tires and
clothing and other goods which he smuggled back into Hungary and sold. “But if you got caught,
it was very uncomfortable. It was more than uncomfortable,” he corrects himself. “It was bad.”
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He managed to pass enough time and squirrel away enough of his ill-gotten gains to
secure another document for passage West. “To confuse things, I went through all the embassies:
Switzerland, Austria, Germany, Spain, France, Italy.” He told friends and family that he was
planning to embark upon a grand tour of Europe to enjoy the cash he had amassed while he still
had it. As an eight year old, he had seen Russian tanks roll through his city’s streets to make
martys and Life magazine cover stories of ordinary people; in such a political climate, biztos ami
biztos, as he still says: only what’s certain is certain. What was certain only to him was that he
had no intention of motoring around Spain to “look at the sights,” heading down through
southern France into Italy and then across Austria and back into Hungary. “That was officially
my plan,” he explains, and I am a little jealous. “Of course, my real plan was I go as far as Paris
and try to get passage to the United States.”
“I got ready for the trip,” he says, bringing to mind images of his famous meticulously
packed suitcases, “by buying Western currencies on the black market. I bought Swiss francs and
French francs and US dollars; whatever I could lay my hands on. I needed money and Hungarian
forints didn’t have much value outside of Hungary.” Citizens leaving the country, even with
legal papers, were forbidden from carrying any substantial sum for fear of it being enough to live
on elsewhere. “If they find you with even 50 or 100 more than what you’re allowed,” he says of
coinage roughly equivalent to three dollars, “They take your passport and you’re not going
anywhere. I was able to get out of the country with what I had. I figured I would sell my car and
live on that money until I got to the United States.”
In the manner of best-laid plans, his careful arrangements conspired to keep my father on
the wrong side of the ocean. “I just kept hitting brick walls. No one wanted to help me.” His
cousin Lily, that rheumy New York aunt’s daughter, referred him to HIAS, the Hebrew
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Immigration Aid Society; they tried to channel him through Israel but he didn’t want to go. He
preferred sticking to his once-fictitious itinerary and trying again when he could go straight to
America. Otherwise, he feared, “you end up a refugee and they stick you in a camp.”
The thought of trying to smuggle his illegal savings back into Hungary turned my father
irrational. “My problem was that I had taken some forints with me, which I figured no matter
how lousy the exchange rate, was still money.” He had gotten stuck with them. “If they catch
you with goods, they’ll fine you, or confiscate everything, maybe even lock you up a little bit,
but if they catch you with the forints, that’s a whole different ball game, because it’s Hungarian
currency and it’s strictly forbidden to take it out of the country. And now I’m going to bring it
back? I was toying with the idea of just throwing it away.”
The rest of the cash, the marks and francs, had paid for the trip, but he redistributed the
surplus earmarked for a transatlantic crossing toward black market merchandise. “I was trying to
make the trip pay for itself so that it shouldn‘t be a total loss,” he reasons. Instead of bringing the
money back, he bought items that were otherwise unavailable in Hungary. He cut the rest of his
sojourn short, bypassing Italy to go back through France, Germany and Switzerland. “Every
place I saw something that I thought would sell for a good profit, I bought. I can tell you today
that I got quite a few of those digital watches. You pressed a button and there was a red LED
readout. That was the biggest thing in Hungary, and in Western Europe it was already on sale, so
I was able to buy half a dozen of those.”
In Hungary, one could only find blank cassette tapes, but in Switzerland he found ones
with music already recorded onto them, and hit songs at that. They were cheap, less than a Swiss
franc each, which was about a dollar. He bought several copies of better-known albums and
loaded everything into his Dacia, a Romanian-made doppelganger of the Renault 12, a “funny
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looking car.” Because it is a front-wheel drive sedan, it doesn’t have that hump in the middle
where a rear-wheel drive vehicle would house its transmission. Taking advantage of the car’s
construction, my father built a bracket underneath the dash, which he fitted with a radio and
wooden shelving upholstered in faux leather to match the car’s interior. “It looked professional,”
he says, and I don’t doubt him. “I stopped before the border and arranged everything. I lined up
all the cassettes in their black cases on the shelves so that when you just glanced inside, it looked
like it was part of the car, like there wasn’t anything there.”
“I waited until twilight before I rolled up to the border crossing at Hegyeshalom. In the
middle of the day it’s easier to see.” When day turned into darkness, the border guards didn’t pay
as much attention. The high volume of traffic leaving Austria assured him further; the more cars
waiting to be inspected, the more cursory the inspection of each. He had some tools in the car,
which was finicky in spite of its newness, so he shoved the spare forints into a pair of work
gloves which he buried under the tools. Having grown up walking back and forth across the
Danube bridges because neither he nor his mother had half a forint to spare for the tram, he could
not bear the thought of throwing the money away.
The guard checked his passport at the crossing. Everything looked fine. Then came the
question: What are you bringing in? My father wore one of the red readout watches on his wrist
and confessed to it. He also admitted to a new leather jacket, which was draped over everything
else concealed in the trunk, ready for only the most careless investigation. Here I imagine my
father breaking into a sweat, and I develop one in solidarity. The guard says he can go. Now I
imagine the car bumping across the border, the tapes tumbling out audibly into a heap on the
floor, the guard whipping around and my father, barely across, slamming on the gas.
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It may have happened less dramatically, but my father made it home and offset the cost of his
trip with profits from the black market venture. He began contemplating ways to travel directly
to the United States. Within a few months, he had found a trip sponsored by the Hungarian travel
agency. That isn’t a typo; there was just the one, government-run and responsible for organizing
and carefully controlling any trips to Western countries. He applied for the trip, but they denied
him a passport because he had been abroad in the previous year. The wait became an intangible
bread line of sorts, which is a thing I love to joke about with my father so that he rolls his eyes.
“It was rationed in a way,” he concedes. “If you left once, you had to wait two or three years
before they let you go again.”
My father approached an acquaintance of his, a lawyer, and asked if there was anything he
could do to help him secure a passport sooner. A week later, the lawyer asked my father for a
large sum, “The kind of money that an average person would make in ten months.” He had done
well at market and could afford the fee, but the man reminded him that he couldn’t promise
anything. “In other words, all that money could be gone and I don’t get anything.” On the other
hand, whatever legalities had to be addressed could get him the papers he needed. It seemed
worth the risk. “Two weeks after that, I got a postcard that I was allowed on the trip.”

*

Ten days before my father left Hungary in the fall of 1977, he went to the doctor with a sore
back. Because he was about to embark upon a two-week tour of the United States, he couldn’t
take additional vacation time from his job pumping gas at Shell to prepare for his trip. Instead, he
had to wrangle some betegállomány, or sick leave. He’d been in a car accident years before and
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afterward was never quite right, so the pain was plausible. “It was a known fact with the doctor
so it wasn’t anything that I made up,” he says, which also means he knew the routine.
Because the Hungarian population was both employed and insured by the state, calling in
sick meant a visit to the clinic. An examination determined whether the suffering party would
return to work immediately, or after three days, or five, or more. Since the problem was with his
back, the exacerbation of which could mean permanent disability and the loss of a worker, my
father was granted a week to rest, followed by an order to return to the doctor for a follow-up
exam to ascertain whether he had healed sufficiently to return.
He spent the week tying up loose ends in Budapest. These included selling his car and
hiding any money that had been in his name. When the police found out that he had gone, he
knew he would be sentenced to prison and everything that belonged to him would be confiscated,
so he wanted to make sure there would be nothing left to take. He did not have to worry about
his apartment because he could not own one, another reason he was anxious to get out.

Two months shy of his thirtieth birthday, my father no longer lived at home. Still, he maintained
a presence in his mother and stepfather’s apartment with a single drawer in a single cabinet in
which he kept some personal effects: “Nothing important. Mainly papers and some other little
stuff.” He wrote four different letters and hid one of them under the lining of this drawer. The
second he placed behind a pried-up panel under a window in his girlfriend’s flat. This was their
hiding place where they were able to stash “cash money” or valuables, “so that if somebody
broke into the apartment, they couldn’t find anything.” These letters explained what was about to
happen, which was, in short, that he was going to America and not coming back. The other two
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letters, like treasure maps, revealed the location of the hidden ones. These would be mailed by a
proxy only after he was safely on his way.
A flair for drama is historically my mother’s territory; my father’s MO has always been
pragmatism. He entered into letter intrigue instead of simply saying where he was going only
because nobody could know that he was leaving until after he had left. This was for their safety,
so that they would not be forced to bear the burden of knowing if questioned, but it was also for
his. “The less that people knew about it, the more of a chance I had.” He was well-aware of
others who had planned a similar escape and were caught. “We’re talking about the two
stooges,” he says of his own stepbrother and the man’s perpetually-drunk wife, who had been
scheming to flee to Australia. “They were telling everybody that they were going to leave.
Somebody reported them and the authorities confiscated their passports.”
My father also had to write the letters because what he did tell his loved ones was all lies.
Since his last attempt had been thwarted, he didn’t have the heart to put his parents through the
same goodbye a second time should he fail – or worse, succeed.
“Last time when I was leaving, when I ended up in Western Europe, everybody was upset
for weeks. My father cried. My mother cried. They were tormented by the fact that their only
child was leaving. They were afraid for me and I didn’t want to see that again.” When he did
come back after that first attempt, his family was shocked. “More than surprised, they were
dismayed that I ended up coming back. They couldn’t believe it.” He told them he was
abandoning the Great Escape fantasies for good and he would stay in Hungary, which he had no
intention of doing. “I knew I didn’t want to give up, but I thought I’d tell them that because I
didn’t want them to go through the same thing.”
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This time, he told his parents he was planning to break up with his longtime girlfriend
Mari and run off to Germany with another girl. That way, they were sure to keep it quiet. He told
his girlfriend that he was going on a smuggling run to Poland with a colleague named Miklos, or
Mickey for short. A year or two earlier, when he was first incubating his plan, my father had
asked Mari to go with him. She didn’t want to leave Hungary. Since she knew he had designs on
defection, he couldn’t even tell her the ostensible truth: that he was going on a tour of the United
States and would be returning in a matter of weeks. “She wasn’t a dummy. She would have
figured out that I’m not coming back. I couldn’t take the chance that she doesn’t want me to go
and tells the police or she lets it slip in conversation and someone else reports me.”
He had also planned to “go out” of Hungary with his friend Gabor, but Gabor met a
woman named Agi and got married. “Once he got married and said he wasn’t going anywhere, I
stopped giving him information because as far as I was concerned, it wasn’t his business
anymore, the how and the where.” Years later, Agi and Gabor would have a daughter, also
named Agi, who once took home on accident the key to my grandmother’s wardrobe while
playing princesses with me, and a son named Gabor with whom I remain desperately in love.
The only person in whom my father did confide was Mickey. The two worked together at
Shell as well as running goods across the border, so their trust had been long-established. Mickey
was the one who drove my father to the airport. On the way to Ferihegy (recently renamed for
composer Franz Liszt), he gave Mickey the decoder letters and asked him to mail them, “but
only after he saw me get on the plane and watched the plane take off. Not before.”
Once he watched the flight to San Francisco depart, Mickey drove back toward the city,
stopping at work on the way home just in time to see his boss point at him and tell two police
officers, “They work together; maybe he knows where George is.”
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My father’s bad back had given him a week off work, but the week began ten days before
his vacation time kicked in. He’d had an appointment with this doctor once the week was out that
he had skipped, thinking it wasn’t important since he’d be off in a few days anyway. When he
didn’t show for the checkup, the doctor reported him to his supervisors at Shell who, not
knowing where he was, called the police.
I ask why he didn’t make the first appointment for six days before he left so there would
be no discrepancy in time. “I didn’t realize they were going to be so efficient,” he says of the
police, a group that, in Hungary, is the butt of jokes the way blondes are here. (A police officer
sat on the curb eating a sandwich. His partner saw him and asked, “Why are you eating lunch out
here? You live across the street!” To which the first officer replied, “I went to the dentist today.
He said if my tooth hurts I should chew on the other side.”) This time, however, my father had
played the fool. “I was stupid. I didn’t think it mattered.
“The police showed up where I worked the day I left because they thought I was pulling a
disability scam.” It turned out to be quite the opposite. “I never got paid for the time I was on
sick leave because I never went back for the money.” His boss told the police that he was
supposed to be on vacation and, knowing nothing more, turned a suddenly nervous Mickey over
to them for questioning. When my father tells this part, he accompanies Mickey’s words with a
flick of his hand, thumb up and pointer out as if it is a gun he is shooting. What Mickey says to
the cops is, “I’m sorry, I have to go to the bathroom.”
He did, in fact, go to the bathroom, where he locked the door behind him, pulled the
letters from his pocket and tore them to confetti. He tossed every last shred into the toilet, which
he must have had to flush twice. Anything implicating him in aiding and abetting my father’s
escape would have meant serious legal trouble, not to mention a thorough ransacking of my
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grandmother’s house. He washed his hands and went to tell the officers that he had taken George
to the airport because he was going on vacation and that was all he knew. The police called the
airport, but by then the plane was long gone.

More than luck, the narrow escape is better attributable to my father’s insistence that Mickey
wait until the plane took off before taking his eyes off of it; the thing had taken its sweet time in
getting off the ground. The two men had waited in the transit area and then my father said
goodbye, kissing Mickey’s cheeks and going on through customs. “They were very rigorously
searching everybody,” he says, so he had to make sure he didn’t have any extra money on him,
which was not only illegal but also highly suspicious. He also had to be certain he didn’t have
anything in his suitcase that would give off the impression that he did not plan to come back. “I
packed incredibly light. I made sure I brought the right kind of clothes. I knew winter was
coming, but I couldn’t pack any winter clothes because I knew that would give me away.”
It would have been hard to think of down coats and woolen socks that unseasonably
warm September day. After waiting in transit so long he thought he felt his dark hair graying, my
father and the rest of the passengers to California were loaded onto a bus that would take them
out onto the tarmac to board the craft. The bus sat and sat and my father began to sweat. He wore
a light cotton summer suit, “and the sun was beating down and we’re on the tarmac on the bus
and it’s getting really warm and I’m getting really nervous and I realize I’m perspiring terribly
and the perspiration is starting to make spots on my suit jacket because I’m so damn nervous.”
People began to stare. “Everybody thought it was too warm and they were complaining, but I
was very nervous and of course that made me perspire even more.”
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My father had begun to wonder whether it was possible that he was causing the delay. He
couldn’t figure out why it would take so long unless it was because police were on their way to
arrest him. “First, you try to have a logical explanation. When you don’t find one, you start to
worry and all sorts of scenarios play out in your head. You start to think crazy things: maybe
they figured it out, maybe they won’t let you leave, God knows what. If I got caught over there, I
would have ended up probably in jail and I never would have left Hungary.”
He never found out what was responsible for making them wait so long, but finally the
bus started up and shuttled the passengers to the waiting plane. He took his seat and wiped his
brow, clammy panic already subsiding. Half a day later, the group landed in San Francisco. My
father’s cohort consisted of about thirty people, mostly older couples. There was one young
couple, maybe his age or a little bit older. He was the only single person in the group. “I don’t
know if anyone was suspicious,” he recalls, “but once the plane took off I really didn’t give a
damn. What could they do?”
The tour was meant to last for eighteen days. After spending the night in San Francisco
and visiting the Golden Gate Bridge the next morning, the group went by bus to Los Angeles and
then to Las Vegas and the Grand Canyon before flying across the country to Washington, DC
and from there working their way up the Eastern Seaboard to New York.

*

When three days had passed, Mari began to worry. That was how long a run was supposed to
take, and by the fourth morning her boyfriend still hadn’t returned. She had never received the
letter telling her where to find a letter explaining that George was, in fact, probably eating
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delicious Tex-Mex rather than snapping up copies of ABBA records because that letter was in
tiny pieces, slogging through the sewage system beneath the city.
Afraid George had been detained somewhere along the route, Mari called Mickey’s wife:
“What happened with the boys?” she wanted to know. “Gyuri didn’t come home. Is
everything okay?”
“What are you talking about?” Mickey’s wife asked, confused.
“I thought they went to Poland.”
“No,” the wife replied. “Mickey was working overnight. He just went back to work this
morning.”
Distraught, Mari called my grandmother. Still thinking my father was off tomcatting in
East Berlin because she had not found her letter either, Ilona protected her son by playing dumb.
She said, “I thought you knew that he was going on vacation,” but by then she, too, had begun to
worry. With some encouragement, Mickey revealed to the women that George had, as best he
knew, made it to the United States. When my grandmother pressed him for details, he told her
everything he knew of the travel agency and the tour group. She called the agency to find out
when the voyagers would be returning to Budapest.
Ilona and Mari drove out to the airport together on the appointed day. The plane landed.
They waited. The group disembarked. My father’s face – his furrowed forehead and kindly blue
eyes – was not among the ones that passed before them. My grandmother pulled the guide aside
and asked after her only son. The guide knew only this: On their last day in New York, he had
disappeared. He left behind a careful excuse about lunch with a cousin and a note that said,
Don’t wait for me.
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III: Sanctuary

My father’s first citizenship document, which he filled out for himself on the flight to the United
States, was a standard entry card. Considered alongside the more official visa from the U.S.
embassy already stamped into his passport, this piece of paper allowed him legal presence in the
country for thirty days. The trip with his tour group lasted only eighteen before he got himself
lost in New York City. The days he spent in hiding, then, were only on account of the Hungarian
authorities he feared might come for him, not American ones, since he had not broken any laws
here. As soon as that temporary permit expired, he filed for political asylum. I ask him if this is
done by banging with both fists on embassy doors and shouting, “Sanctuary!” He does not laugh.
The actual process is not nearly so dramatic. He had to file forms with U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services that stated he was applying for political asylum from a Communist
country. The act alone granted him the right to stay in the United States legally until a decision
was made, at which point asylum would either be granted: “They give you papers accordingly
and you can start your life,” or denied: “They give you so much time to leave the country.”
My father filed his papers on the first of October, 1977. He was not called in for an
interview until the following June. For eight months he remained half-hidden, afraid to put down
roots lest he be sent back to serve his sentence. Though his pending immigration status gave him
the right to stay, it did not give him permission to work. He claims that he abided the restriction,
getting by, “on the kindness of strangers, borrowing money and whatnot.” When I press him, my
father’s words reveal the effects of a life defined behind the Iron Curtain, a paranoia that is all
but impossible to shake. He may have worked, he says; he may have hit the ground running, but
it’s not something anybody needs to know. Even if he had been forced to leave New York,
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however, his mind was made up. “I was determined not to go back, so the decision was irrelevant
as far as I was concerned. No matter what they were going to do or say, I knew I wasn't going
back to Hungary.”
The letters that arrived from Immigration never contained a decision. They only directed
my father to the Jacob K. Javits Federal Building, which he knows by its address, 26 Federal
Plaza. By June of 1978, he spoke English well enough to hold his own when facing the officers
who would decide his fate. He had come to America knowing little more than he’d heard the
Beatles and ABBA sing on Radio Free Europe.
“The only things we knew were the words out of those songs. That was the extent of my
English. I didn’t know enough to ask for a glass of water.” By the mid-70s, he had been able to
buy an ABBA record in a government record store. “That was a big score. I may still have it.
They were Swedish, though, so it wasn’t a Western bourgeois thing.” He draws the word out
long and round in case I cannot tell he is joking. An English language class had been offered at
his Hungarian high school, but by the time he had gone to sign up, it was full. So was German.
When they offered him Russian as an alternative, he decided then and there to enroll in shop.
In the glorious American tradition, my father spent the summer morning at Federal Plaza
waiting to be called into an office. “Coming from where I was coming from, a government
building is always a threatening thing. I was a little apprehensive but I figured it had to be done.
There were a lot of people – a lot of worried faces – because there’s uncertainty in the air. You
don’t know what to expect.” When he had tapped his feet enough times in anticipation, my father
was sent to appear in front of a young man seated at a desk. The agent asked him to sit down and
swear that everything in his application was true.
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America has another glorious tradition of valiantly stepping in to rescue Hollywood and
the world from Communism (unless the country in question can provide low-cost electronics),
and my father was well on his way to becoming a cog in that freedom-loving machinery. At the
same time, still raw from the height of the Cold War, the government had had to investigate him
thoroughly, which was why he’d been in limbo for so long. “They wanted to make sure I wasn’t
a Communist or some sort of a low-life gangster or spy,” he says. “If they don’t find anything on
you, usually there was no reason why wouldn’t they give you asylum, which is what happened. I
was allowed to stay as a political refugee given that I was coming from a Communist country.”
The young man did not issue my father a new visa. Instead, he stamped a new date onto
the same paper my father had first used to enter the country, known as the white card, which
authorized him to live and work in the United States for one year from that moment. I imagine
that the card was pristine when my father handed it over. He must have kept it pressed upright
between copies of his paperwork and books of English grammar, safe from coffee stains or dogeared corners or whatever else would have befallen it if I’d been the one keeping it safe. If it had
been me, I wouldn’t have been surprised if, when the time came, I couldn’t find the thing at all.
When he left Hungary, my father took some money with him, but not enough to arouse
suspicion. When the man at Immigration asked him what he lived on, he had answered along the
lines of, “increasingly less,” and asked if he could, please, start working. With permission
granted, “right away I got a job and a social security number and I started paying taxes. I started
to meld into the society in a way because now it was certain that I’m going to be here for at least
the first year.” The encouraging encounter with immigration gave him the footing to wish for
more. “Obviously I was hoping, and it seemed that probably I am on my way, to become at least
a permanent resident, if not a citizen.”
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Claims of political asylum must be revisited annually in case the regime changes
drastically – for the better – in the refugee’s country of origin. “If the government is overthrown
or something happens and you don’t need the asylum anymore, then they send you back. Or, at
least, they ask you to leave.” This time, he laughs. “They also want to see if you’re going to
behave the way you’re supposed to, because if you do things that are illegal and you get arrested,
they can throw you out for that. They try to get people here who are decent, so those first two
years are almost like a trial period to prove yourself.”
One year later, in June of 1979, my father submitted paperwork to maintain his status for
another year. The Berlin Wall still stood, and New York remained his safe haven. The following
year, the procedure would change. “Once you have asylum for two years, during which they can
send you back, you are able to apply for permanent residency which means they will, if they
decide to give it to you, allow you to stay for good. Whether you want to become a citizen or not,
that’s up to you, but you don’t have to leave the country no matter what happens. That’s the
green card.” My father entered 1980 with this one hurdle standing between him and the promise
of America as his permanent home.

*

By the time he was authorized to work, my father had a job lined up. His cousin Lily introduced
him to Eva Schick, another Hungarian woman, who had a booth set up in the Manhattan Art &
Antiques center on 2nd Avenue between 55th and 56th streets, near the foot of the Queensboro
Bridge. These booths are permanent alcoves lined up throughout the labyrinthine space, “divided
by walls with gates coming down.” Some concentrate in antiques, whether furniture or figurines,
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but Eva dealt in jewelry. By the time he was authorized to work, my father had a job lined up
with her. Lacking a specialized knowledge, he did duty running errands as a go-fer, but he came
in with some experience.
“In the black market I played with it a little bit. I bought jewelry from people and I sold
some. I was doing well financially over there so it was no big deal for me to keep some, too.” He
came to America wearing a ring he had commissioned from the government jewelry store called
Fovarosi Ora Ekszer – Capital City Watch Jewelry, a fittingly utilitarian name. “I bought scrap
gold and took it in and they made it for me. I also bought a watch with a gold strap on it. I
figured it’s an investment. I can always sell it if I really need the money.”
I ask my father why, if he was well-off enough in Hungary, he came to America to
struggle. With thousands of forints split up among several banks so as not to arouse suspicion,
why didn’t he stay put and buy a castle? “You couldn’t buy a damn apartment there,” he recalls.
“The government controlled everything. Financially I was fine, but you didn’t have freedom.
You always had to be afraid, always looking over your shoulder.”
My father had his savings waiting for him, but no way to bring the money out of
Hungary. The sum wouldn’t have been too impressive once it suffered the exchange to dollars,
but it would have been enough for him to buy warm winter clothes or rent a whole apartment
instead of a single bedroom in someone else’s home. To make ends meet in the mean time, he
asked Eva for more work. She recommended him to some other Hungarians who ran a record
packaging business in a warehouse out in Queens. From 9:30 to 6 every day, my father ferried
gold and diamonds across New York. From 7 until midnight, he shrink-wrapped records full of
Eastern European folk melodies sold to displaced populations longing for a reminder of home.
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As part of his job at the Antique Center, my father walked to 47th street between 5th and 6th
avenues, Manhattan’s diamond district, almost daily. “Whether I was picking up a stringing or
dropping off a repair, there was always something to do.” My father still makes the trek to drop
off pieces in need of laser soldering he cannot do with his gas torch, or hand-engraving on
surfaces that do not fit into his engraving machine, or rhodium plating to renew forgotten luster.
He learned to string pearls long ago. He only goes to the city once a week now, on a commuter
train from the suburbs. Though he no longer has to scrimp on subway fare so that he can eat, he
walks the fourteen blocks from Penn Station anyway.
When I think of the diamond district, the first things I see are the streetlamps. Set at the
four corners that enclose the one-block stretch, they are shaped like enormous brilliant-cut
diamonds set in Art Deco–style metal pylons. These were not installed, however, until twenty
years after my father arrived. The next things that come to mind are the curled pais and knotted
tzitzit of observant Jews. These, I assume, have been a diamond district fixture far longer than
the lights. Many of these men, who are diamond cutters and stone setters and watchmakers just
as they had been in the Old Country, were either recent immigrants like my father or lived
cloistered in Hassidic enclaves like Boro Park, where they retained strange traces of their
forebears’ Polish and Russian and German accents even though they had been born in Brooklyn.
A number of them were Hungarians, too, who had been fortunate enough to flee before
the war or slip out through the hole briefly torn by the 1956 revolution. My father got to know
them. By now he had friends in New York, “especially in the business, and quite a few of them
were Hungarian, and that made it easy for me to talk to them. Though my English was improving
quite a bit, it was still easier to speak Hungarian at the time.”
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As he walked along a frozen 47th street that January of 1980, my father ran into Laszlo
Wetzner, an older diamond setter. “Gyuri,” he said, resting a hand on my father’s shoulder, “how
would you like to get married?”
“Laci Bácsi,” he replied, coupling the man’s nickname with an honorific that translates as
uncle, “can I meet her first?”

If you are a person who is guided by reason, then my parents met because my great grandmother
hated all of my mother’s boyfriends. If you put stock in fate, it was because true love triumphs
over petty theft.
My mother would not be the first American girl my father dated. While staying with Lily
in Manhattan in the months after he had fled, my father heard that a Hungarian woman named
Magda Katona, the latter of which means soldier, rented out a room in her apartment in the
Parker Towers, “those tall buildings on Queens Boulevard,” he says, as if I do not remember the
dozens of times he has pointed them out to me from car windows. Her tenants had just moved
out, and her son John offered the space to my father. On November 1, 1977, he moved in.
When my father left Budapest on an exceptionally warm September day for what was
supposed to have been three weeks, he could not arouse suspicion by carrying bulky,
unseasonable clothing like a winter coat. He had dared to bring only the leather jacket he’d
bought to cover his black-market purchases from Western Europe the first time he tried to
escape. “It was very nice looking,” he says, “but it didn’t do diddly for the cold.” Thrift stores
were unknown to him, and without access to his savings he couldn’t afford a new coat, so my
father rode out his first snowy New York winter with nothing but that jacket to keep him warm.
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By the start of the New Year, he had come down with a terrible cold. “I was sick like a
dog and I didn’t have money to go to a doctor and I was just lying there for days hoping to get
better.” Finally, he swallowed some antibiotics he had brought with him, “and that did the trick.”
It was just as he recovered from this illness that he befriended some neighbors in his
building who thought he would get along with a friend of theirs, a girl of Puerto Rican descent,
who lived in one of the other towers. For their first date, my father went to her apartment, where
she served him chicken she had prepared. She placed half the breast on her own plate and half of
it on his, setting the dark meat and offal picked from the carcass onto the floor for her pets. My
father looked longingly after his favorite parts of the bird. “She had a little white dog and a cat,”
he remembers. “I looked down and they were eating my portion – the dark meat – and I thought,
this isn’t going to work out.”

*

My mother’s mother’s mother’s name was Rose. I always called her Dédi, which I think
must be short for dédnagymama – great grandmother. In all the time I knew her, Dédi was the
frailest of old, hunched women. She wore her hair short and tinted a black of impossible richness
that accentuated the shadowy caverns that held her eyes. I did not know that I had a Hebrew
name, like the name of a saint a Christian might take at Baptism, until the first of four years of
Sunday school my parents forced me to attend. When I learned that not only do I have one, but
that it is Shoshanna, which means rose, I asked my parents if they had chosen it to honor her. My
mother and father turned to face each other in mock-slow-motion silence and then back to me,
responding in unison with the drawn-out, “suuuure,” of small-time liars caught in the act.
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In the first weeks of 1980, my mother was dating a man to whom she still refers as Larry
the Lawyer. I wonder if he is only memorable for the alliteration; her graduation from The State
University of New York at Stony Brook as an English major four years prior only corroborates
the theory. He must have been a terrible lawyer – or else a fine lawyer and a terrible human
being – because Dédi was not satisfied with the idea of Larry the Grandson-in-Law. She set out
on her own to find her granddaughter Rutika, her little Ruthi, a suitable mate.
Dédi maintained a close connection to the Hungarian community in exile, which was how
she knew Laszlo Wetzner. She had asked him, in turn, if he knew any “nice Jewish boys” for her
granddaughter who, in her sunken eyes, was rapidly approaching some desperate state of
spinsterhood as her twenty sixth birthday loomed. Uncle Laci may have gotten a little ahead of
himself in the asking, but he told my father, who was thirty two then, that he’d get him the girl’s
phone number.
The men didn’t run into each other again for a week. When next they did, my father came
away with the number to her mother and stepfather’s house and a few key talking points: She
speaks Hungarian. Mr. Wetzner knows her grandmother. Her grandfather used to be a jeweler,
but he just passed away. “That night, I came home from work and I got on the phone and I called
Mom.” I realize that he does not refer to her as Ruthi, or your mother, but rather as Mom, as if
that is the role which has defined her to him. Either that, or I’d asked, “How did you and Mom
meet?” and he borrowed my nomenclature for ease.
The Hungarian language, like many European and some Asian tongues, makes use of a
T–V distinction for differentiating levels of formality through varying second-person pronouns.
Önözés, which uses a third-person verb conjugation and the pronoun ön, is the most formal
construction. Tegezés, the least formal, makes use of the pronoun te and a simple second-person
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conjugation. A person who learned Hungarian in school would have no trouble with knowing
which mode to use, but one who had learned it at home, speaking only to parents and friends,
would have lived entirely within the realm of the informal.
When he called her, “I started talking to her in Hungarian the proper way and she talked
to me the familiar way,” my father says, a dead giveaway that Ruthi had grown up in the States.
“That’s fine, no problem. I was used to it that people who didn’t grow up in Hungary did not
necessarily speak Hungarian the same way like the ones who did grow up there.” He rates her
skill a solid, “okay: a little bit broken here and there, but she was pretty good.” Still, at that time,
not quite three years after he had come to America, it was comparatively better than his English.
Though her strengths lay in one language and his in another, the overlap gave them an arsenal of
twice as many words with which to communicate, much more than most first dates can ask for.

My mother, already a veteran of the diamond district, had opened her own small jewelry shop the
previous year on the quaint Main Street of Huntington Village, Long Island. She had named it
Rutika Gold Creations, hoping to imply her handiwork was precious beyond compare, but
instead leading most people to believe her last name was Gold, which it is not. She split her time
between her mother Shari and stepfather Ed’s home in Dix Hills, fifteen minutes from the store;
and Clintonville Street in Queens, where her father Jozsef (for whom my sister is named) lived
with his second wife Gladys and her aqua-netted helmet of blonde Texas hair and the
inexplicable nickname Mitzi. This pied-à-terre near a subway line was convenient for when my
mother had to run errands on 47th street and when, my father adds slyly, “she wanted to go
somewhere and she didn’t want her mother to know.”
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Ruthi invited George out to the suburbs to meet her at the shop after closing. In almost
three years, he had never travelled farther east than the Queens border. “So I come home from
work, I get into the car, big excitement because I’ve never been on the Long Island Expressway
before. The whole situation is really new to me, but I’m adventurous, so I go.” He drove a 1972
Buick Skylark his friend Peter had given him. He was a customer at Eva Shick’s, and each had
quickly realized the other was Hungarian. Peter, who is an observant Jew, began to invite my
father to Friday night Sabbath dinners at his home in New Jersey.
“During the summertime, he could drive me because Shabbat didn’t come in early, but in
the winter he couldn’t stay and wait for me to finish working because he had to be home before
sundown.” In the darker months, my father had to take a train and then a bus to get there.
On one such occasion, Peter asked him, “Do you drive?”
“Yes, I do,” my father replied.
“Do you have a car?”
“No, I don’t.” If he didn’t have a coat, would he have had a car?
“Do you want a car?”
“You mean buy it?”
“No, have it. Go and get license plates, get insurance, bring out the plates, put them on
the car and go.”
The car had once belonged to Peter’s mother-in-law up in Montreal. “She was not a good
driver,” my father states plainly. “She had an accident almost monthly. She smashed up the car
so many times, it was all different colors.” The Skylark, which had started life in light brown
with a black synthetic leather cover over the roof, now had one dark brown fender and one grey
one. This is the babe magnet in which my father showed up to his first date with his future wife.
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My mother had given my father directions. “So I took the LIE – a lot of traffic – I drive
to Huntington, I get off at 110, I get to Main Street, and she told me I have to make a right. I’m
the first car stopped at the red light and I pull up a little bit. I look out from behind the corner and
there’s a cemetery there. I said ‘Wait a second, I don’t think this is right!’ I made a left and went
up the street a little bit and I see on the right hand side Rutika Gold Creations.”
The first words my father spoke to my mother in person were, “Do you know you gave
me the wrong directions?”
“You found me, didn’t you?” she replied.
Perhaps knowing he stood a better-than-average chance of getting lost, my father had
budgeted for extra time and arrived a little bit ahead of the shop’s 6:00 closing. To this day, my
mother does not allow strangers in the store when there is merchandise on the counter, but she let
my father watch her carry the jewelry to the safe. When she tried to set the alarm so they could
go to dinner, it wouldn’t turn on. Her salesgirl Wendy tried. My father tried. Nothing worked.
My mother had no choice but to call the alarm company and wait. Kenny, a tall black man who
still works there, made a special trip out, his wife and kids in tow, to fix the system.
“One of the kids was three or four, and the other was a baby, less than a year old. As he’s
working on the alarm, first we were watching to see how he’s doing, but after a while we lost
interest so we started to play with the baby. He was a cute little kid and we’re playing with him
and we’re interacting, and by the time he fixed the alarm, it was past 9:00.” By then, they
couldn’t find an open restaurant, so my mother took my father home to her parents’ house and
made scrambled eggs.
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A few dates later, my father invited her to his new apartment on 65th avenue in Forest
Hills for dinner. “I told her that I made a really good chicken soup. She said ‘I don’t eat soup,’
but it couldn’t have been that bad because she spent the night.”
The next morning, she told him, “I have a date with someone else tonight. Do you want
me to cancel it?”
“I said, ‘Well, it’s up to you. I’m not going to tell you what to do, but if you ask me,
don’t have a date.’”
She cancelled.
They were engaged three months later.
“It’s just one of those things. You feel it. I was thinking, Eh, maybe I should commit,
maybe I shouldn’t. I was kind of weighing my options, and then one night we’re talking and I
made a remark about when you meet somebody and you feel comfortable and you decide you
want to spend your life together or whatever…”
My mother stopped him in his tracks the way she still does. “Is this a proposal?” she
asked, “because if it is, I don’t want to miss it.”
“I said, ‘Well, in a way it is, and I feel very comfortable with you, but I don’t want to
rush things,’ and she said ‘I feel very comfortable with you too,’ so I said, ‘Think about it, and if
you think that we should get serious, I’m ready,’ and she said, ‘Okay, I’m ready too.’”
He went to 47th street and bought a diamond ring. By then, he had been able to send for
his savings through what he calls “the Hungarian connection.” He was able not only to properly
propose to my mother, but also to buy more merchandise he could sell, first at Eva’s booth and
later at my mother’s shop.
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He asked her stepfather Ed for her hand, which my grandpa, as good-humored as he was
parsimonious (except when it came to his grandchildren) granted in exchange for a case of
Labatt Blue beer. My father expressed his wish to marry my mother to her father Jozsef as well,
but by then the ring was on her finger.
They had a June afternoon wedding at the Clearview Jewish Center, a neutral ground for
the warring factions of my mother’s family, each of which had wanted to hold the reception in its
own backyard. We have come to call my parents’ wedding album The Dead Album; one can
open the stout, square book of pasteboard pages at random and point to the figures in any
photograph and recite with near-perfect certitude, “Dead. Dead. Dead.” No one from my father’s
family attended. His father Sandor was dead. His mother Ilona had come to visit the previous
year, so she had to wait two more before she would be allowed to leave Hungary again. His only
living relatives in America, Lily and her mother Illa Néni, were visiting Budapest at the time and
had asked that the wedding be postponed until September so they could be there.
“Grandpa Jozsi walked your mother down the aisle and I walked down by myself like a
big boy,” my father says. I hear him cover the receiver.
“What’s going on?” I want to know.
“She’s damaged goods, I’m telling you,” he teases my mother, his wife of more than
thirty years. “She’s standing here, crying.”

*

June of 1980 was the very same month my father qualified for permanent residency as a political
refugee. He had one more paperwork hurdle to clear before the green card was his. Besides, he
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was now married to an American citizen, another means to his naturalization. He consulted with
an attorney who suggested he send in the visa renewal papers as planned, but indicate on them
that he had married a citizen in case Immigration wanted to process his status differently.
“The next thing I know, I get a letter from Immigration, from the deportation
department.” Like the letters from Federal Plaza that had come before, this one did not say much
more than that he should present himself to the department on Friday, September the 5th at 10:00
in the morning. My father arrived at the office with his new wife. An officer called them into his
office and my father took the polite tack, asking, “What seems to be the problem?”
He was informed, with all due regret, that he would have to leave the country.
“I asked him, ‘Why do I have to leave?’ and he said, “Well, you didn’t renew your visa.”
My father informed the man that not only had he sent in the papers, he had married an
American citizen, making him doubly eligible to stay. Still, the man claimed he would have to
leave because the renewal documents had never come.
“I said, ‘Well, I’m sorry, but you did receive them.’ He asked me, ‘How can you know?’”
With that, my father produced not only copies of every form he had sent – including a
money order for the $35 processing fee – but also a signed return receipt acknowledging that
someone at its destination had accepted the package. My father had learned early on that, when
dealing with governments, regardless of the form they took, one can never be too careful. “If
you’re dealing with a single person, even then it’s not a bad idea, but definitely if you’re dealing
with a big company or the government, you have to have copies of everything. If they want the
original, I send the original and keep the copies. If they want copies, I keep the original and send
the copies. But there always has to be some kind of proof in your hand.”
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Mr. Herring, the man behind the desk, left the room scratching his head. “He came back
and said, ‘Well, obviously you sent it in, but we don’t know what happened to the papers
because we don’t have them in your file. Since you have proof that you sent them in, what I
would suggest for you to do is change your status from political asylum to married to an
American citizen, which is a form you can fill out right here. I’ll help you.’” As he filled out the
form with my parents, Mr. Herring noted their address.
“Oh, you live in Huntington?” he mused. “You live on Endicott Drive?”
“Yes, we do,” my parents confirmed. They had just bought a house.
“Do you know the Baumgartners?”
“No,” my parents admitted, they didn’t. “We just moved there a few months ago, so we
still don’t know all of our neighbors.”
The U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services officer assigned to my father’s case sang
in the same church choir as the couple who lived across the street.
Around Christmastime, my parents were in the Main Street jewelry store – which, by
then, they owned and operated together – when the security buzzer rang. They looked up to see
Renata and Harry Baumgartner standing at the door with Mr. Herring in tow. He had come on an
official visit, in the name of making sure their marriage was a legitimate one, but that did not
stop him from visiting with friends and buying his wife a present at the store. Not long after, my
father found out that his application was approved.
Still, he could not shake the question of what had happened to his paperwork. The signed
returned receipt proved the packet had made it at least as far as the Federal Plaza front door, but
then it had disappeared. My father returned to the Metropolitan Savings Bank in the Manhattan
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Art & Antiques Center where he had purchased the money order. He showed a teller the copy he
had made and asked if the original was cashed. It had been, shortly after he’d sent it out.
“I came to the realization that the only explanation was that somebody at Immigration
cashed in the money order and threw the application away, nearly ruining my life over $35. I
can’t say how many other people it could have happened to. It wasn't anything personal, you
know, but to me it was personal. To them it was just making 35 bucks.” Without the marriage to
my mother, he may not have been able to salvage his original claim for citizenship on the
grounds of political asylum. Without my mother, he may have had to go back.
My father thought he would be eligible for the green card right away, as he had already
served his tenuous white card years. Because the status of his residency claim had changed,
however, he had to start the process over from the beginning. This time, at least, there was no
uncertainty. “It didn’t really matter much because I wasn’t going anywhere. The only reason it
was important was if I wanted to get a passport.”
George Reisner was naturalized as an American citizen in the spring of 1986, a little
more than a year after I was born. He applied for a passport and, by September, a full nine years
after he had left, he got on a plane with wife and child to return to Hungary for the first time.

IV: The Prodigal Man

It has been alleged that I was once small enough to sleep tucked between the seats of an airliner.
My parents could wedge the bassinet in the footwell formed by the edge of one seat and the back
of the next. This is how they carried me to Hungary the first time my father went back. It may be
only a fondly imagined recollection, but they tell me that I did not cry. Months earlier my mother
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had taken me to the pediatrician at the behest of her grandmother, my Dédi, who thought my tear
ducts were defective. “She’s just a happy baby,” the nurses comforted her.
This was to be the first time my grandmother Ilona and step-grandfather Matyi would see
me, a year-and-a-half old blond thing, as well as their first time meeting their daughter-in-law,
who had been married to my father for six years already. It would be only the second time my
father had seen them since he left nine years before.
“When I left and didn’t return, I was sentenced to two-and-a-half years of prison because
I had left the country illegally, so I was kind of hesitant about going back,” he understates in
hindsight. He had to wait until he was naturalized as an American before attempting a visit to
Budapest, but even with his new blue passport, he had concerns. “I made a phone call to an
attorney in Hungary and asked him what his opinion was on whether it was safe for me to
return,” which yielded advice to approach the Hungarian consulate in New York. “If you are an
American citizen and the consulate will give you a visa,” he was told, “Then I could return with
no problem. If they deny the visa, don’t even think about coming back.”
Even with the trio of visas for his fledgling family, my father remained uneasy. “The first
time, I was a little bit afraid because I wasn’t sure. I trusted the lawyer, but you never know with
that regime when they change their minds, so I was afraid that God forbid something will happen
and we’re going to be stuck there or something.”
He bought plane tickets anyway. At the time – like today, since Hungary sold their Malév
airline to Russians who bankrupted it – there were no direct flights from New York to Budapest.
Our little family flew Lufthansa to Munich and rented a car in Germany, driving the rest of the
way. We could have flown the second leg, but we needed a car for the trip and there were none
to be rented in Hungary.
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“I remember like it was yesterday. It was pouring rain all throughout the drive. It felt very
strange because in those days Hungary was very neglected,” my father says, “And when we
crossed the border from Germany and Austria where everything was beautiful and manicured
and kept well. All of a sudden it felt like the reverse of the Wizard of Oz, like going from a color
movie to a black and white one.” My father grew nervous at the border crossing, but this time he
had nothing to hide: not a single leather jacket nor cassette tape hidden in a makeshift cavern.
Border guards waved us in and he relaxed, too overcome to worry about getting out again.
We arrived in Budapest around one in the morning. My father’s great surprise was that
Üllői Út, the longest avenue in the city, had been bereft of its villamos. The once-ubiquitous
electric streetcar takes its name from villám, the word for lightning, for the sparks that fly off its
elevated cables as it runs. It must have struck him as strangely as if he had returned to New York
to find the subway discontinued.
We stayed with my grandparents in their apartment in Nap Utca, wherein utca means
street and nap means sun. They had managed to “scrounge up” from somewhere a crib for me.
Other than his mother and stepfather (who “just didn’t know what to do first, they were so happy
to see us,”) and stepbrother (and his terrible wife and their daughter), my father contacted only a
few childhood friends to let them know he was returning: there was Imre, a sweet man with
terrible teeth with whom we were eating dinner near a small lake the time I was almost
kidnapped; Gabor, the friend who had planned to leave with my father until he inconveniently
fell in love and married just before departure; and Manya and Gyuszi, a couple so warm and kind
that their inability to have children concretely demonstrates the injustice of the world.
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My father drove out to Mezőberény to see his father’s grave. Because my grandfather had passed
away under the nine-year span of my father’s exile, dad could not attend his father’s funeral.
“When I got back to Hungary, I didn’t know where my father was buried. My stepbrother
– he’s not alive anymore, but he was a stepbrother of mine on my father’s side – offered that he’s
going to come with me and show it to me.” My grandfather had lived in a house next door to the
rural town’s synagogue (fitting for the last Jew left alive in town) which my father had always
used as a landmark to identify his sometimes-home. “We drove up the street and the synagogue
was the biggest building in the neighborhood and we were looking for it and couldn’t find it.”
When they got close enough to the site, the two mean realized that Sandor’s small house
was still there; it was the synagogue that was missing. They later learned that it had been sold off
to one of the farming cooperatives, which had decided to store grain in the building. Wheat and
other cereals were commonly laid away in bags, but the farmers had decided that storing the
grains without bagging them first would crop considerable time from their work. They brought
the harvest in loose through the windows with tractors and grain elevators. Eventually there was
so much grain and the pressure was so great that it pushed out the walls and they began to crack
and someone had to demolish the building.

This trip forged the mold for future visits. Pilgrimages would become annual for my parents
when they became able to afford it, some ten years later. We visited the thermal baths, welcome
remnants of an unwelcome Ottoman occupation, and brought gifts to family and friends. Unlike
outdated guidebooks may still suggest, my parents did not bring any Levi’s jeans or other
American artifacts to sell. They did, however, bring with them a budget based in dollars which,
for a few years at least, lent them a purchasing power familiar to few.
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I wonder whether people he knew resented my father, out of jealousy or pride. “There are
always some,” he confirms. Some were resentful because they hadn’t had the “guts” to leave.
Others, the ardent nationalists, looked down on those who defected as unforgivable betrayers of
country. “That’s why it was all the trials going on when somebody left. It was not a free society
and they wouldn’t let people do whatever they wanted to. They didn’t want people to leave.” My
father, then, was a traitor come home.
It wasn’t home, though; not anymore. “Originally I felt when I was first leaving the
United States that maybe I am going home. When I got to Budapest, I had a good time and I felt
at home, but when we were leaving and coming back to the United States, that’s when I really
felt like I was going home.” Though his mother and stepfather were still in Hungary, my father
had started his family in the United States. In a year and a half, he and my mother would have
another daughter. Five years after that, his mother would be dead. “I was surprised myself
because I thought that going back to Hungary is going to be always like going home. It was just
one of those strange feelings. It’s not something that you can explain. It just happens.”
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Things I Will Remember About My Parents

My mother reminding me to tuck the tips of my fingers under when chopping onions. I still can’t
do it quite right. As best I can figure, you’re supposed to put the pressure on with the edges of
your fingernails while your knuckles extend forward at an angle and form a kind of shield, but
the onion always starts to slip its layers apart whenever I exert enough force to hold it still.

My father being unmistakably Jewish as secretly as possible. It’s not a thing to be ashamed of, he
tries to explain, but it’s not something you have to advertise, as if his nose (broken once at dusk
by a makeshift Soviet-era frisbee to boot) didn’t take care of the job without his saying a word.

My mother thinking outlandish things aloud and promising them, only to claim she never did. I
once read a book in which there was a mother who killed herself, but before that, she did a lot of
well-meaning but half-baked things like getting her daughters a dog and keeping it for only two
weeks. It reminded me of perhaps the last surviving Woolworth’s in a strip mall in the bad part
of town that was so far past its heyday that it made me itch just to go inside. My mother told me
that when she was young the Woolworth’s by her in Queens sold parakeets in the back and we
should go to this Woolworth’s and get one. We went inside and she asked the clerk where the
birds were and he looked at her like she was crazy. I told her that there was a pet store just across
the parking lot and we could probably get a bird there, but by then she’d changed her mind.

My father getting drunk one New Year’s Eve and prancing around the house in my blue bob wig.
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My mother reminding us of how quick her wit is. When my father’s mother died, survived only
barely by Communism in Eastern Europe, she left him a little money, all in forints. It did not do
to exchange the devalued currency to dollars, so my parents used it to buy Herend, a collectible
Hungarian porcelain they smuggled past customs by padding their bags with pouches of dry soup
noodles. They put these Herend figurines out for sale in their antique shop. A woman came in to
look at an enormous one, maybe a foot tall, in the shape of an owl painted green in a fishnet
pattern with gilded talons, perched atop a stack of books. She liked it, she told my parents, but
she wished it were blue. We’ll have a blue one for you next week, my mother told her, while my
father had a private aneurysm. The woman walked out and my father shook my mother by the
shoulders, wanting to know if she intended to hop on a plane to Budapest to get this woman her
fucking owl. Some people collect Herend in all one color, but my mother’s mother and stepfather
filled their home with a motley assortment of pinks, blues, greens and whatever else they liked.
They had a Victoria pattern dinner service as well, which was supposed to be a wedding present
for my parents, but my newly married mother let it stay in their house too long while she and my
father looked for a place to live, and by the time they’d found a one-story ranch in the suburbs,
my grandmother decided they could have the china when she died. Maybe it was some kind of
porcelain vendetta, but my mother knew they had the same owl in blue and she intended to
switch them while her parents were south for the winter. What if they notice? my father wanted
to know. Then we’ll tell her she’s as crazy as her mother, my mother said, recalling the shriveled
matriarch who would call my father sobbing and incomprehensible in the middle of the night so
that he would drive out to Whitestone to be told that someone had stolen her air conditioner and
replaced it with an identical one. My parents left their green owl on the mantel in place of the
blue one, which they took to the store. The woman came back and was admiring it when the door
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buzzer sounded to announce the arrival of my grandfather, back from Florida to spend Christmas
(because he is the Shabbos goy) and Chanukah with us. They buzzed him in and my father tried
to lead him to the back of the store, past the counter, without him noticing the owl. My father sat
down at his workbench and fiddled with a watch while he made small talk to my grandfather,
then looked up to realize he was alone in the room. My grandfather had drifted back out front
where he marveled at the owl. My father corralled him toward the back, only to lose him a
second time. Finally, my grandfather said something to the effect of, We have this exact same
piece at home! whereupon my father froze and mother coolly corrected him, No, yours is green.
This story is better when they tell it, my mother with palpable pride.

My father jumping out roaring like a monster from behind a car parked in front of our house and
scaring me, my sister, our best friends and our distant cousins as we returned from the walk we
took to escape our grandmother’s shiva because we would have gone crazy with grief if we’d
had to stay there for a minute more.

My mother indulging our whims. My sister and I shared a bedroom until I was nearly a teenager.
We slept in twin beds pushed together, and every night our mother in her nightgown got in bed
between us, positioning herself in the crack where the two mattresses met, and told us stories.
She often read to us from books or told traditional bedtime stories, but sometimes she made up
her own, set in the same fairy tale worlds or else in places like Candy Land. We pestered her
with questions (What if someone pees in the Jell-O pool?) and she’d threaten to stop the story if
we asked another, but not before making up an answer (That portion changes color and can be
scooped out). One of my favorites was the story of the Twelve Dancing Princesses (I also liked
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very much the Elves and the Shoemaker, my obsessions with parties and meticulous labor
evident early) and in one version the young soldier stopped to eat a turnip, which he shared with
the magical old woman. I had never eaten turnips before and I wanted to know what they tasted
like. Despite never having cooked a turnip, my mother bought some the next time she was out
and served them at dinner.

My father surprising me at Ferihegy Airport the day I had my mother’s old red dress on. I had
been travelling with what I was sure was a prophetic dream of my grandmother’s death hanging
over my head so heavily that I almost didn’t go to Barcelona at all. All the four days I was there I
called home until one day I couldn’t reach anyone except my grandfather and I called him twice
to make sure I wasn’t able to tell the future. When I landed in Rome to collect my study abroad
suitcase before going on to Hungary to have my wisdom teeth pulled, I got my mother on the
phone and she told me Jason, my childhood friend, son of her best college friend, had died. I
hadn’t been able to reach my mother or my sister because they had been at the hospital holding
his poor mother upright. My father had told me in an email (because he sneakily insisted that
calling was too expensive) that someone I knew would pick me up at the airport when I got to
Budapest, but he wasn’t yet sure who. I climbed off the budget airliner down those roll-up stairs
straight onto the tarmac just like The Beatles or Jackie Kennedy always seemed to do. When I
entered the terminal, I saw an arm sticking out from behind a pole, holding up a handwritten sign
that said REISNER. There was a flip of salt and pepper hair hovering above the mystery arm and
I thought, That looks like daddy’s hair. Who else has hair like his?
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My mother blow drying my hair every Sunday without towel drying it first so that it took hours
and I sat at her feet and made up names for the condensation on the toilet tank to pass the time.
My father’s one-liners. One day I told him that I wished someone would hurry up and marry me
already and he wanted to know why I was in such a rush. So I can be happy forever, I explained,
and without a moment’s pause he looked me in the eye and said, God, you’re dumber than you
look. He continued that he didn’t see the sense in my ever getting married since I didn’t think I
wanted to have children of my own. I brought up the Sicilian couple across the street who had
never conceived and kept Labradors instead. He said it counted because they’d tried. What was
so great about having kids anyway? I wanted to know, and instead of the standard answer to why
they’d had us – It seemed like a good idea at the time – what I got from my father was this: The
first time I held you in my arms, it was incredible; here was this brand new person, but when I
looked at your face I felt as if I had known you all my life.
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Vita

The author and her work have been shaped by the waters of the East Coast, Gulf Coast,
and Danube River. Her essays and poems have appeared in The Carolina Quarterly, PANK, and
elsewhere. When she is not writing, she procrastinates by fostering dogs, designing jewelry, and
making lists.
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